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    Chapter 1

    

          Chapter 1: Chapter 1

  The Hollander house at Christmas smelled the way Ilya had come to associate with the particular ache of wanting something he could not name out loud — pine and cinnamon and the faint sweetness of whatever Yuna had been baking since what must have been four in the morning, the whole house warm and close and full of a kind of ordinary domestic happiness that pressed against Ilya’s ribs like something he hadn’t known he was hungry for until he was already sitting in the middle of it, too full and still starving. He had spent Christmases in hotel rooms and in his father’s apartment in Moscow where the light was grey and thin by mid-afternoon. He had spent them in Boston in the early years with teammates who were generous, loud, and entirely not what he needed. Then for the last three years he had spent them here, in this house in Ottawa that Shane’s parents had filled with thirty years of accumulated livelihood — mismatched ornaments on the tree that Yuna refused to replace because each one had a story, a nativity set on the mantle missing one of the wise men that David claimed to have no knowledge of, a stack of Christmas records beside a turntable that actually worked — and Ilya had understood the first time Shane brought him here in 2017 that this was what a home was supposed to feel like, and that understanding had been so quiet and so complete that it had taken him several hours to recognize it as grief.
Shane was across the room helping his father with something involving the television remote. David was laughing at something Shane had said. Ilya watched them from the armchair by the window with a glass of wine he hadn’t drunk much of and told himself that this was enough. That this — being here, being included, being one of the people in this room who got to watch Shane Hollander laugh freely with his father on Christmas morning — was more than most people got and considerably more than Ilya had once believed he deserved. He told himself this carefully, thoroughly, and with the full force of his considerable self-discipline. It worked the way it had always worked, which was to say not very well and only until Shane looked over at him from across the room with that twinkling warmth he reserved for private moments, the look that was for Ilya and nobody else. Ilya felt the familiar tightening in his chest that was love, frustration, and yearning wound so tightly together he had long since stopped trying to separate them.
Another year. Another Christmas of being Shane Hollander’s rival turned friend and charitable partner and secret, the word sitting in Ilya’s mind with all the weight he had learned to carry it with. He was twenty-nine years old. He had left Boston for Ottawa two years ago, had signed with a team that was objectively worse than the Bears in every measurable way, had done it without hesitation because the math had been simple — two hours from Shane was better than in a different country from Shane, full stop, and if his teammates in Boston and Ottawa found it strange that Ilya Rozanov had traded down so dramatically they had the good grace not to say so to his face. He did not regret it. He would never regret it. But something in him had begun, quietly and persistently, to want more than the sum of stolen hours and careful distances, and he was tired in a way that the off-season hadn’t touched and sleep didn’t fix, a tiredness that lived somewhere beneath what was physical.
He was thinking about this — turning it over in the unproductive way he had developed for thoughts he could not resolve — when Yuna sat down on the arm of the sofa closest to his chair with her own glass of wine and followed his gaze across the room to where Shane was now examining one of his gifts with the focused attention he brought to everything, his dark head bent, the line of his shoulders easy and relaxed in his parents’ home in a way they never quite were in public.
Yuna was quiet for a moment. Then she said, not looking at Ilya, “he seems a little off today, don’t you think”.
It was not quite a question. Ilya looked at Shane — really looked, the way he hadn’t been allowing himself all morning, too occupied with managing his own interior thoughts to attend properly to Shane’s. Shane was turning the gift over in his hands and smiling at something David was saying but the smile arrived a half-second late, Ilya could see that now, the way an echo arrives after the sound that made it. His eyes were not quite where his expression was. He was present and he was also, somehow, elsewhere, and Ilya felt a faint unease move through him before he dismissed it, because Shane had fought with Ilya two weeks ago over the phone about something minor. They had not entirely resolved it. It was Christmas and people were allowed to be preoccupied at Christmas, God knew Ilya was.
“He is fine”, Ilya said. “He is just tired. The season. The foundation obligations.”
Yuna looked at him then, and her expression was the one she had that Ilya privately thought of as the one that saw through walls — patient, warm, and absolutely unconvinced. She did not argue with him. She just looked at him for a moment in that way. Then she looked back at Shane, took a slow sip of her wine, and she said nothing further.
Ilya watched Shane laugh at something David said, the laugh landing right this time, almost right. He told himself again that everything was fine, and almost believed it.
Dinner was Yuna’s work entirely, as it always was, and it was extraordinary, as it always was. Ilya ate more than he had intended, complimented everything twice, and watched David tell a story he had told before about the first Christmas he and Yuna had spent together when they had no money and the turkey had been a disaster and Yuna had laughed at the story the way a person laughs at something that was not funny at the time and is now precious because of all the time that has grown since it. This was the thing about the Hollander house that undid Ilya most reliably — not its warmth, not the food or the decorations or the general abundance of happiness, but the depth, the sense that every room held thirty years of accumulated love, argument, reconciliation, and daily ordinary devotion, the sense that David and Yuna had built something together that was structural, that would hold weight. Ilya had not grown up with that. His mother had died when he was twelve and his father had never been the kind of man who built things deliberately, and the absence of that particular kind of solidity had been so familiar for so long that Ilya had almost stopped noticing it as an absence until he started spending time in this house and understanding what it felt like to sit inside something that had been built to last.
He looked at Shane across the table and Shane was pushing food around his plate and listening to his father’s story with an expression that was attentive and warm and, Ilya noticed now with the unease Yuna had planted quietly growing, effortful. As though some significant portion of his attention was somewhere else entirely and had been all day and Shane was working very hard to ensure nobody could tell. Ilya watched him for a moment longer than he should have and Shane must have felt it because he looked up, and for just a fraction of a second before he arranged his expression into something easier, his eyes were dark, tired, and very far away. Then he smiled at Ilya across the table, the familiar smile, the one that was specifically and entirely Ilya’s. Ilya felt the unease dissolve back into the warm noise of the dinner and told himself he was imagining things.
After dinner David fell asleep in his armchair during the game as he reliably did every year. Yuna covered him with a blanket, sat with Ilya and Shane at the kitchen table over tea and the remains of a bottle of wine. The conversation was easy and meandering in the way of people who had no particular destination and were comfortable enough not to need one. Yuna talked about the foundation — she managed its day-to-day operations with the kind of quiet fierce competence that made Ilya grateful every time he thought about it. She had news about an upcoming camp session, a grant application she was optimistic about, and several opinions about the new website that she delivered with the precision of someone who had thought about them considerably. Shane listened, responded and asked the right questions. Ilya watched him do it and thought that if you didn’t know Shane, if you hadn’t spent twelve years learning the granular texture of his moods, you would have no idea. He was that good at it. But Ilya knew Shane, had spent twelve years accumulating exactly that knowledge, and what he saw was a man performing the version of himself with tremendous skill and a great deal of effort. The question of why nagged at him softly and persistently all evening without resolving into anything he could hold.
It was late when Yuna finally said goodnight, pausing to rest her hand briefly on Ilya’s shoulder in the way she sometimes did, a gesture so uncalculated and maternal that it always caught him slightly off guard. Then she went down the hall and the house settled into the quiet of late Christmas night, the tree lights still on, David still asleep in his chair, the remnants of the day everywhere and comfortable.
They drove to Ilya’s Westboro house through streets that were empty and orange-lit and very cold, Shane following Ilya’s car the short distance in his own, both of them knowing without discussing it that Shane would stay — he always stayed when he was in Ottawa, maximizing the hours they had in the same city before the two hour drive east pulled him back to Montreal, his own life, the careful distance they maintained between their public selves, and whatever this was. When they pulled into the driveway and got out into the cold night air Shane stood for a moment looking up at the house the way he sometimes did, with an expression Ilya had never been able to fully decode — something between longing and sorrow, something that looked like a man contemplating a thing he wanted and had decided he could not have. Though Ilya had never understood what the obstacle was supposed to be since the house was Ilya’s and Shane was always welcome in it. Ilya had told him so many times in many different ways.
Inside, Ilya turned the heating up. Shane stood in the hallway and looked around the house, as though he needed to relearn the dimensions each time. Ilya had bought the house imagining Shane in it, so Shane in it always produced in Ilya a complicated mixture of satisfaction and longing — the life he wanted, present, not quite his. He went to the kitchen opened, a bottle of wine he didn’t particularly need, and poured two glasses mostly out of habit. Shane appeared in the doorway, leaned against the frame, and watched him.
“You didn’t have to do that”, Shane said.
“I know”, Ilya said, and handed him a glass anyway.
They stood in the kitchen for a moment, not talking, not needing to, the comfortable silence that was one of the things Ilya had come to understand was its own form of intimacy — the ability to be in a room with another person without the flow of conversation to hold the space, just the two of them and the quiet and the late hour. Shane was looking at him over the rim of his glass with an expression that was very deep, very attentive, and there was something in it tonight that Ilya couldn’t name, something that felt like Shane was memorizing him. It made Ilya want to say something important, to name the feeling he had been carrying all evening, but what came out instead was nothing, just silence. Shane set his glass down on the counter, crossed the kitchen, put his hands on either side of Ilya’s face and kissed him, and the thought dissolved.
Shane kissed him the way he kissed him when they had been apart too long, with a determination and a tenderness that was almost unbearable. Ilya set his own glass down blind, got his arms around Shane and held on. For a long time there was nothing except this — the solid reality of Shane in his arms in his kitchen in the house he had bought hoping for exactly this, the warmth of his embrace, the familiar weight and shape of Shane Hollander, the way his hands moved that Ilya had memorized over ten years and would never tire of. Shane pulled back just far enough to look at Ilya, their foreheads almost touching, his eyes very dark and very close. Ilya thought again that there was something in his face tonight, something deep and troubled underneath the tenderness, but Shane kissed him again before he could find the words to ask about it. Ilya let it go the way he always let things go with Shane. So there was only the present moment, Shane’s hands, the kitchen light warm and low, and the cold Ottawa night held outside where it belonged.
Afterward they lay in the dark in Ilya’s bed. Shane was quiet in a way that was different from his usual post-orgasm bliss, which was a comfortable and somewhat smug silence that Ilya had always found deeply irritating and secretly endearing in equal measures. This was a different silence, heavier, more interior. Ilya lay beside him, looked at the ceiling, and felt the unease that had been following him all day settle back over him like a change in weather.
“Shane”, he said.
“Mm”.
“Something is wrong”.
A pause. Long enough that Ilya turned his head to look at Shane’s profile in the dark — the clean, sharp line, the jaw, the slight furrow between his brows that meant he was thinking carefully about what to say.
“I’m just tired”, Shane said. “It’s been a long few months”.
“Yes”, Ilya said. “I know. You have been — there is always something, lately. Another event for Lopez, another function, always something that takes you away”. He kept his voice measured, not accusatory, though underneath the measure there was something that wanted to be accusatory, something that was tired of always being the one that could wait. “I miss you”, he said instead, because that was the more honest feeling, the feeling without the edge. “Even when you are here, I miss you”.
Shane didn’t say anything for a moment. When he did his voice was very quiet. “I know”, he said. “I’m sorry”.
“Don’t apologize”, Ilya said. “Just — be here. Right now. Can you do that?”
Shane turned onto his side, put his arm around Ilya. and pressed his face against Ilya’s shoulder. Ilya felt the tension in him, the clinching of muscles, the way his body carried something his voice wouldn’t name. “Yes”, Shane said, muffled against his shoulder. “I’m here”.
Ilya put his hand on the back of Shane’s head, looked at the ceiling, listened to him breathe and thought about asking again, about pushing past the deflection and the composure to whatever was actually there. He decided against it the way he had been deciding against it for months, telling himself there would be time, there was always time, they had built something between them that had survived twelve years of secret and it could survive a few more difficult months.
He thought this and held Shane in the dark. Eventually Shane’s breathing slowed, deepened, and he slept. Ilya lay awake for a long time after, his hand still on the back of Shane’s head, combing through his hair, looking at the ceiling of his house. He listened to the wind outside and thought about nothing in particular but everything at once.
Shane was still there in the morning, and Ilya woke to find him already in the kitchen making coffee with the competent ease of someone who knew where everything was. The morning was grey, still, and very cold outside the kitchen window, the backyard snow unmarked. Shane handed Ilya a mug when he appeared by the counter and they stood and drank coffee in the morning calmness without talking. He was planning to stay through Boxing Day and leave on the twenty-seventh. The knowledge of that — one more full day, one more night — sat in Ilya with a warmth that the previous evening’s unease hadn’t entirely displaced.
Shane seemed better this morning, or better at pretending to be better, which Ilya chose to accept at face value because it was Boxing Day, the coffee was good and Shane was standing in his kitchen in yesterday’s clothes with his hair disordered. Ilya wanted, badly, to simply be content with it without immediately excavating what lay beneath. So he was content with it. He leaned against the counter, drank his coffee, watched Shane look out the kitchen window at the yard, and was satisfied.
It lasted perhaps an hour.
“Bood is having people over this afternoon”, Ilya said. He set his mug on the counter, kept his voice even and neutral, the tone he used when he was proposing something he expected resistance to. “Barbecue. Just a few guys from the team. I thought maybe we would go”.
Shane looked at him. “In December”.
“Indoor Barbecue. He is from Texas. He doesn’t know how else to feed people.”
The corner of Shane’s mouth moved, not quite a smile but part of one, and then it settled back into neutrality. “We haven’t done that before. I don’t really feel like a party”.
“It is not a party. It is eight people and a Texan with a barbecue”, Ilya said. “And I would like to go somewhere with you. Together. Not —”, he paused, searching for the phrase that would carry what he meant precisely, “not as a couple. Just go somewhere together as friends like a normal thing”.
Shane looked at his mug. The silence in the kitchen had tension to it, a density that Ilya had learned over years to read, and what he read in it now was not the comfortable silence of the morning but something more resistant, more fraught, something with the hint of the previous night’s trouble running beneath it, and he felt his patience, which had been stretched for months, pull taut.
“Shane”, he said. “You have been somewhere else for two months. Every time we were supposed to be together there is Lopez, there is another event, there is always something pulling at you away and I am always the one that can wait. I moved to this city so we would have less of that, not more of it, and lately —”.
“I know”, Shane said. His voice was controlled and tight. “I know, and I’m sorry, it’s just —”.
“Stop apologizing and tell me what it is”, Ilya said, more sharply than he intended. He heard it and pulled back, steadied himself. “Just tell me. Whatever it is. Just say it”.
Shane looked at him then, and his eyes were very dark, very tired, and filled with something that Ilya could not read at all, something layered, deep, and pained in a way that stopped Ilya’s frustration momentarily in its tracks, because whatever that look was it was not the look of a man who didn’t care, it was the look of a man who cared enormously and was trapped somewhere inside with no visible door. But then Shane looked away, looked back at the window, and the look was gone, or hidden. What replaced it was the composure, the professionalism, the Shane Hollander that the world got.
“There’s nothing to tell”, Shane said. “I’ve just been busy. I’ll be better about it”.
Ilya looked at him for a long moment. The frustration came back, not sharp now but deep and tired, the frustration of a man who has been patient for a very long time and is running low on reserves. “If you were going to choose”, he said, and the question came out of the months and the distance, the long night of almost-asking, the too-large house, and the look on Shane’s face at Christmas dinner that Ilya hadn’t been able to stop identifying, “if you had to choose. Between hockey and me. Between all of this and me. What would you choose?”
The question landed between them and stayed there. Shane went very still — the total physical stillness that meant the interior tides were moving very fast — and the silence stretched and stretched. Ilya watched his face and waited. The pause was long, full, and dense with something Ilya could not name. In the middle of it he saw Shane’s eyes go glassy, saw his jaw tighten, saw something move across his face that looked nothing like the simple calculus of a man weighing one thing against another, that looked instead like grief, like a man standing at the edge of something he had already decided and hating himself for that decision — and then Shane looked at him and said, quietly and without flinching, “you. I would choose you. Of course I would always choose you”.
He said it and it should have been enough, it was the answer Ilya had needed, but the pause was still there between them, the long terrible pause that had preceded it. What Ilya heard in that pause was hesitation, what he read in those seconds of silence was a man who had needed to think about it, who had weighed the options and arrived at Ilya only after consideration. It hurt — the hurt of being the one that required deliberation even if it came first to the conclusion — rose up through him and displaced everything else.
“You had to think about it”, Ilya said. His voice was very flat.
“Ilya —”
“You had to think about it”, he said again. The flatness was its own kind of anger that came from somewhere deep, old, and tired. “Three and a half years and you had to think about it”.
“That’s not —”, Shane started. Something moved across his face, something urgent and desperate. He took a half step forward and then stopped. Ilya looked at him, saw the urgency, did not understand it, and did not have the resources at that moment to try to understand it. So he said the thing that came from the pain of being second directly without mediation.
“I need some space”, he said. “We need a break. I need some time to think. You should go”.
The urgency in Shane’s face collapsed into something else. He stood very still for a moment, and then he nodded, the single small motion of a man absorbing something he had no argument left for. Shane set the coffee mug in the sink with the careful deliberateness controlling his own hands very consciously. He got his coat from the hook by the door and put it on. Ilya stood in the kitchen doorway, watched him, did not move, did not speak, and somewhere underneath the cold flat pain was the same dim awareness from the night before, the sense that something was wrong in a way that was larger than the fight. He was missing it, but the pain was sharper and his pride was louder. Therefore, he stood there and let Shane put his coat on, got his bag, and said nothing.
Shane opened the front door. The late December Ottawa freeze came in immediately, sharp, clean, and indifferent. He stood in the open doorway for a moment with his back to Ilya with the white street behind him and the flat grey sky above it. Ilya looked at the set of his shoulders, the back of his head, and thought about calling him back. He thought about saying wait, thought about crossing the hallway and asking what was actually wrong, what had been in his eyes at Christmas dinner, in the kitchen this morning, all through the night, and in the long terrible pause before he said you. He did not do any of these things.
Shane turned, just slightly, not all the way. He said it quietly and steadily, said it into the cold air between them the way a person says something they need to have said regardless of whether it will be received, the way a person says something that might be the last chance to say it.
“I love you”.
Ilya stood in the doorway of his kitchen. The words were in him, had always been in him, he had said them to Shane a hundred times in the dark, private and safe— but what came up through them now was hurt, and pride, and the layered exhaustion of a decade of secrecy. So he stood there in silence while Shane’s words hung in the cold air between them and he did not answer them. Shane turned back to the door and walked out into the street.
The door closed. Ilya stood in the hallway of his house and listened to Shane’s car start in the cold morning, the engine turning over once and then catching. The sound of it reversing out of the driveway onto the street, the sound of it moving east, toward Montreal, growing smaller and further and then gone entirely, swallowed by the distance. Then nothing at all. It was just the silence of the house, the cold that had come in with the open door, the coffee mug in the sink, the two wine glasses from the night before still on the counter, and the grey Boxing Day light coming through the kitchen window onto the unmarked snow in the backyard.
He stood there for a long time.
Then he went back to the kitchen, sat down at the table, poured a measure of vodka into a glass and did not drink it. Ilya just sat with his hands flat on the table, the glass in front of him and the silence of the house pressing in from all sides. He thought about the pause. He thought about the look on Shane’s face before he answered — the grief, the look that he still couldn’t name, the urgency when Ilya said you had to think about it that had looked less like guilt and more like a man desperately trying to correct a misunderstanding and running out of time to do so. He thought about Yuna’s voice the day before — he seems a little off today — and the way she had looked at Ilya when he said Shane was fine, patient and unconvinced.
He sat with all this and could not make it coherent. Eventually he picked up the glass of vodka, drank it, and set it back down empty. He sat in his kitchen in the silence of an empty house and told himself that he would call Shane tomorrow, or the day after, when the air had cleared and they had both had room to breathe. He told himself they had survived twelve years of wait and they would survive this too. He told himself there would be time.
Outside, the snow in the backyard lay still and white and undisturbed. The day darkened slowly around the house, and Ilya sat alone at his kitchen table and did not move for a very long time.
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  The thing about Shane Hollander was that he was so consistently and thoroughly himself that any deviation registered on Hayden Pike like a change in atmospheric pressure — something felt before it was understood, a shift in the air before the storm was visible. Hayden had played alongside Shane for nine years and in that time had developed an involuntary fluency in the language of Shane’s moods, the way you develop fluency in anything you are immersed in long enough. So, when Shane came back to Montreal after the Christmas break, walked into the practice facility on the twenty-eighth with dark circles under his eyes and a set to his jaw that Hayden recognized as the expression Shane wore when he was holding something that he had no intention of discussing. Hayden noticed it like a change in the quality of ice — immediately, without having to think about it, in the muscle memory that was always paying attention even when the rest of his mind was occupied elsewhere.
He didn’t say anything right away. He watched Shane move through the morning skate with the precise mechanical efficiency that was Shane’s default under duress — every drill executed correctly, every instruction followed, nothing wasted, nothing offered beyond what was required — and he thought about the last week before Christmas. The silence from Shane that had been slightly longer than usual, slightly more complete, the texts that had been brief where Shane’s texts were normally somewhat verbose for a man who was concise in all other areas of communication. He had assumed, in the loose and comfortable way of someone who has no reason for concern, that Shane had been occupied with charity foundation, with Lopez and whatever function or event had materialized that week to claim his attention, with Ilya, and had simply been unavailable in the way busy people were. Shane was allowed to be busy. Shane was a grown man who had been managing his own complicated life with considerable competence since long before Hayden became his best friend.
But Shane in the locker room after practice, sitting at his stall with a towel around his neck, his eyes far away and the expression of someone who was somewhere else entirely while pretending to be present — that was something Hayden filed away and returned to. After the room had cleared enough that the conversation would be private he sat down on the bench beside Shane and asked, “how was Ottawa”.
Shane looked at him. The fraction of a second before his expression arranged itself into something neutral was small enough that most people would have missed it. But Hayden Pike was not most people.
“Fine”, he said. “Good to see my parents”.
“And Ilya”?
A pause, briefer than the one Hayden had been watching for but present nonetheless. “We had a fight”, Shane said. The flatness of the voice was its own kind of answer, not the flatness of someone who didn’t care, but someone who was not ready to talk. “We’re fine. It’ll be fine”.
Hayden looked at him for a moment, at the dark circles, the tense jaw and the eyes that were distant. He thought about pushing and decided against it. This was the familiarity of a long friendship — knowing when the door was open and when it was not, and respecting the difference. The door was not open. Hayden had learned the quality of Shane’s quietness over nine years and this was a variety he recognized, the kind that meant Shane had decided this was his to carry, had distributed the weight accordingly, and was not presently accepting help. Pushing would produce nothing except a tighter closure.
“Okay”, Hayden said. And then, because he was Hayden and because nine years of friendship had its own language, “you look terrible, by the way”.
The corner of Shane’s mouth moved upwards. Not much, but enough. “Thanks”, he said. “Really helpful”.
“Any time”, Hayden said, and bumped his shoulder against Shane’s and left it there for a moment before standing up.
He told Jackie that night, in the kitchen after the kids were in bed, the house settled into the exhausted quiet of a home with four children under ten, the debris of the evening still visible in the living room because neither of them had the energy to deal with it yet. Jackie was a person of considerable practical intelligence and she listened to Hayden’s account of Shane’s demeanor with the same concentration she brought to all problems, her hands around a mug of tea, her eyes on him.
“Is it just the fight with Ilya?” she said.
“Probably”, Hayden said. “I don’t know. He seemed — “, he paused, reaching for the right word but not quite finding it. “Off. More than a fight would explain”.
“Have they had bad fights before?”
“Sure. They fight”, Hayden said, which was true and also something of an understatement — Shane and Ilya’s relationship, from the outside even knowing what it was, had always contained a significant quantity of friction alongside everything else, the long habit of rivalry and competition not entirely dissolved by love, the decade of secrecy and managed distance producing pressures that had to go somewhere. “But Shane doesn’t usually look like he hasn’t slept in a week”.
Jackie looked at him with the expression she had that meant she was deciding whether to say something. “Maybe go easy on him for a bit”, she said. “Let him come to you”.
“Yeah”, Hayden said. “That’s the plan”.
He drank his tea and thought about Shane’s eyes somewhere in the distance. He told himself it was just the fight, just the residue of whatever had happened in Ottawa, that Shane would work it out with Ilya the way they always worked out eventually, through the same grinding patience that had sustained whatever they were to each other across twelve years and every conceivable obstacle. He had watched them for long enough to have some faith in their endurance, however much the situation frustrated him on Shane’s behalf. It would be fine.
He told himself this and believed most of it and went to bed.
Shane came to the Pike house on the thirtieth, which was a standing tradition of sorts — the loose and comfortable tradition that had established itself over years without anyone formally deciding on it, the kind that existed simply because it kept happening and everyone preferred it to the alternative. Jackie made dinner and the kids descended on Shane with the excitement that children reserve for people they are genuinely attached to, and Hayden stood in the kitchen doorway with a beer and watched.
Ruby and Jade, who were seven and had recently developed strong opinions about everything, presented Shane with a jointly produced drawing they had made for him for Christmas, talking over each other in the competitive way of twins who had been talking over each other since they had learned to talk. Shane looked at the drawing with the serious focused attention he gave everything, asking questions about specific details that made both girls erupt into simultaneous explanation. Arthur, who was five and had recently decided that Shane was the most interesting adult of his acquaintance, climbed onto the arm of the sofa beside him and began a detailed account of something that had happened at his friend Max’s house that seemed to involve a significant quantity of snow and a snowman that looked like a bear. Shane listened to Arthur with the same serious attention he had given the twins, nodding at appropriate intervals, asking questions that demonstrated he was following the story. Hayden watched him do all of this and felt the unease he had been carrying since the practice facility settled back over him, because Shane was doing everything right, was present and warm and attentive. But it was nevertheless not quite Shane. It was almost a performance, executing the familiar and beloved role with the professional precision he brought to hockey, and underneath the performance something was very wrong, very quiet, and very far away.
Amber, who was two and operated on instincts more reliable than most adults Hayden knew, climbed into Shane’s lap without fuss and settled there, as if Shane’s lap was her property for the next twenty minutes, and Shane’s arms came around her automatically. For a moment something in his face shifted — the performance dropped, briefly but completely, and what was underneath it was a raw and unguarded tenderness that had a grief in it, a sense of holding something he was afraid of losing. Then Amber said something imperious about wanting juice and Shane laughed — a real one, small but real — and the moment passed. When Hayden looked again the composure was back in place, seamless and convincing but not quite enough.
He caught Jackie’s eye across the room. She had seen it too. She said nothing, just looked at him for a moment, and then went back to the kitchen.
After dinner, after the kids were in bed and Jackie had gone up to read. Shane and Hayden were alone in the living room with the wreckage of the evening around them and the comfortable quiet of two people who had been friends long enough not to need to fill every silence. Hayden tried once more. He did it sideways, the way you approached Shane when he was closed — not directly, not with the topic itself, but with something adjacent, an angle of approach that gave Shane room to answer or not answer as he chose.
“You know you can tell me things”, Hayden said. He kept his eyes on his beer. “Whatever it is”.
Shane was quiet for a moment. In the quietness Hayden could hear the house settling, the radiator ticking, the distant sound of a car on the street outside. “I know”, Shane replied.
“But you’re not going to”.
“It’s fine, Hayden”. The flatness again, the same flatness as the locker room, the door closed, the weight distributed, and no further access available. “It’s just been a long few months. I’m tired. Ilya and I will sort it out”.
Hayden looked at him. Shane was looking at something across the room, his beer held loosely in one hand. Amber’s abandoned stuffed rabbit was on the cushion beside him where she had left it when she was carried to bed, and he looked tired in a way that went beyond the dark circles, tired in a way that sat in the bones. Hayden thought about his car accident in November — his own car, a Tuesday afternoon, an intersection he had driven through a hundred times, and the other car coming from nowhere. There was an impact. There was a spin. There was the long stunned moment of sitting in a totaled car on the side of the road checking his own hands as if they belonged to someone else. He had been fine. Shaken, bruised in a couple of places, the car completely done for, but fine. He had called Jackie from the roadside and then called Shane because Shane was the person he called when he needed help. Shane had been there within twenty minutes, which was faster than was strictly possible given the traffic. He had stood at the roadside with Hayden while they waited for the tow truck and had not said much but had stayed. Afterward for weeks Shane had asked about him with a frequency and an intensity that had seemed at the time like the natural response of a close friend after a frightening event and now, sitting in his living room on the thirtieth of December looking at Shane’s exhausted face, nagged at Hayden in a way he couldn’t entirely articulate. The way Shane had asked not just about Hayden but about Jackie, about the kids, about whether they were all okay, whether everyone was okay, with a repetition that had felt slightly beyond necessary, slightly in excess of what the accident itself explained. Hayden had put it down to Shane being Shane — thorough, conscientious, someone who took his responsibilities to the people he loved seriously — and he still thought that was probably right, and yet the memory sat differently tonight than it had before, and he couldn’t say why.
He turned it over and could not make it mean anything. So he let it go.
“Okay”, he said. “But I’m here”.
“I know”, Shane said. And then, quietly, with something underneath it that Hayden couldn’t read: “that means a lot”.
They sat in the peacefulness of the house for a while longer before Shane said he should get going. Hayden walked him to the door and they did their brief physical friendly gesture, the shoulder grip that had evolved over nine years from the handshake of two people who were learning to be friends into something more comfortable. Shane went out into the late December cold. Hayden stood in the doorway and watched him get into his car and drive away. He stood there a moment after, in the cold night, with the unease sitting in him like something swallowed wrong.
He went inside. He locked the door. He stood in the hallway for a moment listening to the sound of the house and then went upstairs.
Shane didn’t answer when Hayden called the next day, or the day after, or the day after that. He texted on New Year’s Eve and got nothing back, called again on the second of January and got voicemail. He left a message, something easy and low-stakes, and didn’t hear back. He texted on the third, a short check-in, and the message sat unread for the rest of the day and then the day after. None of this struck him as alarming. Shane had gone back to Ottawa — that was the obvious explanation, the one that fit every available fact — had gotten in his car the night he left the Pike house and drove the two hours west to work things out with Ilya. He was simply occupied in the way of two people trying to find their way back to each other. People in the middle of repairing something didn’t always have bandwidth for peripheral calls and texts. Hayden understood this and did not push, content to wait until Shane surfaced on his own schedule the way Shane always did eventually. He assumed this for four days.
On the fourth of January Shane did not show up to practice.
Hayden noticed it the way you notice an absence that was almost an arm or leg. Shane Hollander did not miss practice. This was not a matter of opinion or reputation, it was a simple fact of ten years of professional hockey, the kind of fact that had become so deeply assumed it no longer required thought. And so the empty stall, the missing gear, the absence of Shane’s tense posture in the room, which had its own quality distinct from the absence of anyone else — these things registered on Hayden with an immediacy that bypassed ordinary processing and went somewhere deeper, somewhere that was already moving before his conscious mind had fully caught up.
He called Shane’s phone. It rang out.
He texted. The message sat unread.
He called again after practice, standing in the parking lot in the January snow with his bag over his shoulder and his breath visible in the air. It rang and rang and rang and went to voicemail and Shane’s voice said hey, it’s Shane, leave a message in the easy unhurried tone of a man who had no idea anyone would ever stand in a parking lot in January listening to it with the dread moving through him.
He drove to Shane’s condo.
He had a key — had had one for years, the natural result of nine years of friendship and the kind of closeness that involved spare keys, standing permissions and the easy assumption of access that came with genuine trust. He had used it before, many times, letting himself in when Shane was running late or when he needed to drop something off, moving through Shane’s space with the comfortable familiarity. He had always been welcomed into it, enough times that the welcome had become ambient, no longer requiring fresh expression.
He used it now and the door swung open. He went in and the condo was silent.
Not the silence of someone in another room or someone asleep — the silence of being unoccupied, of air that had not been moved through in days, of a space that had been left for good. He stood in the hallway and felt it before he saw anything, and then he looked and saw Shane’s phone on the kitchen counter and that landed in him like something dropped from a great height.
He picked the phone up. The screen was dark. He pressed the home button and the lock screen appeared — twenty seven missed calls, the most recent from Hayden forty minutes ago.
He set it back down carefully, with the deliberate effort that was needed to control his shaking hand.
He moved through the condo in the silence. The bedroom neat in Shane’s way, the bed made, nothing on the floor. The bathroom was the same. In the hallway closet Shane’s hockey gear, his practice bag, his sticks — all present, all undisturbed, the gear of a man who had taken care of everything he owned. In the kitchen, when he looked more carefully, he noticed Shane’s wallet was not on the counter where he typically left it. The coat hooks by the door — Shane’s everyday jacket there, his heavy winter coat there, a lighter jacket missing. The hook where Shane kept his keys was empty. In the bedroom the dresser held a selection of items, some things gone, not everything, not in the way of someone who had packed for any length of time but enough to indicate intention, deliberate choice.
Hayden stood in the middle of the kitchen and looked at the phone on the counter. He felt the chill move down his spine that had nothing to do with the minus twenty-five celsius temperature outside.
He went down to the parking garage. Shane’s car sat in its assigned space exactly as it always sat, undisturbed, the same faint layer of winter grime on it that it had had the last time Hayden had seen it on the thirtieth of December, which meant it had not been moved in days. Hayden stood and looked at it for a long moment with his hand on the cold concrete pillar beside him and felt something in his chest that he would not name, not yet, because naming it would make it real in a way he was not ready for.
He went back upstairs and called their coach. He called Yuna and David, Yuna picking up on the third ring and her voice going very still and controlled when Hayden explained what he had found in a tone he kept deliberately measured. Then David was in the background and Yuna said something to him quietly. David’s voice now on the line, and Hayden telling him the same things in the same measured tone while something in his chest pulled tighter with every word.
Then he called Ilya.
He had Ilya’s number in his phone from the years of necessary logistics of playing in the same league and being close to Shane Hollander — coordinating Shane’s visits, the foundation events where both of them were present — and he had used it perhaps four times before, always briefly and with the faint mutual wariness that characterized all their interactions. They were not friends. They had never been friends. Hayden had spent years watching Ilya Rozanov make Shane’s professional life harder and Shane’s personal life more complicated and had struggled to reconcile that with what Shane told him in late 2017 — that Ilya was the person, had been the person for a long time. Hayden needed to understand that. Hayden had tried to understand it. Had tried and largely managed it. Then Ilya had signed with Ottawa in the fall of 2018, leaving what was by any objective measure a better team and a better city to be two hours from Shane. That had said something that was harder to argue with than anything Shane had told him. Hayden’s opinion had shifted, partially and permanently, into something that was not warmth but was at least a grudging recognition of the depth of what Ilya felt for his best friend.
None of this was present when he called. What was present was the phone on the counter, the car in the garage, the hockey gear in the closet and Yuna’s voice going still.
Ilya picked up on the second ring. Hayden told him.
The silence on the other end of the line was brief but total — when response could not be stated by words — and then Ilya said “I am coming” and hung up, and the absence of any excuse, the pure, raw urgency, said more than anything else Hayden had heard from him in words.
He hung up, stood in Shane’s kitchen. He looked at the phone on the counter, the window above the sink and the January sky outside it, pale and flat and cloudy. The chill that had been moving through Hayden since he saw Shane’s car in the parking garage settled into something he could name now if he chose to, and he chose not to, not yet, not while there were still other explanations available even if he could feel them thinning, not while Ilya was somewhere on the highway driving east and there was still the possibility that this was something with an ordinary resolution.
He stood in the kitchen of his best friend’s empty condo, held the phone in his hand and waited. Outside the window the January sky did not change, and the city moved through its afternoon around the building, with honking noises and winter grime, and the silence of the condo pressed in around him from all sides.
The car in the garage. The phone on the counter. The hockey gear in the closet. Hayden stood very still and let the silence tell him what he already knew but was not yet ready to hear.
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  Ilya’s first reaction, before Hayden had finished the first sentence, was anger.
Shane was avoiding him. That was what this was — Shane, who had driven back to Montreal on Boxing Day with Ilya’s silence at his back and two hours of highway to sit with it, had decided that the most effective response to being asked for space was to provide it in excess, to disappear into the particular brand of wounded withdrawal that Ilya had encountered in him before, not often but memorably. That version of Shane that went very quiet, very unreachable and waited to be sought. It was not Shane’s most attractive quality. Ilya had told him so, once, and Shane had looked at him with an expression that suggested he was aware of this but did not especially require Ilya’s editorial commentary on it. They had not discussed it again. But Ilya recognized it and he felt the anger move through him with the comfortable familiarity of something he knew how to manage — he had been managing it for a week already, since the door closed on Boxing Day and the sound of Shane’s car faded east that left him standing in his kitchen with a glass of vodka and a silence so complete it had a life of its own. A week of telling himself that Shane needed space and that Ilya was giving it to him generously, a week of sitting in his Westboro house with the planned conversation running on a loop in his head, adjusting its tone, finding the right register — not apologetic, not aggressive, somewhere in the middle, the tone of two adults who had said things in the heat of a fight and needed to find their way back to each other. A week of righteous patience, carefully managed anger and the low continuous hum of something underneath both that he had not looked at directly.
Then Hayden said his phone is here and the anger dissipated.
“His car is in the garage”, Hayden said. “His hockey gear is in the closet. His phone is on the kitchen counter. He’s not here, Ilya. Nobody knows where he is”.
The silence that followed was not the silence of a man in thought. It was the silence of a man whose body had moved ahead of his mind, already standing, already reaching for his keys, his brain catching up to the movement a second later and finding it had nothing to add.
“I am coming”, Ilya said, and hung up.
He drove the two hours to Montreal with his hands fixed on the wheel, the radio off and the dark January highway unreeling in front of him. Ilya’s mind was furiously active but he would not have called it thinking, more like a process running in the background of a machine that had been switched abruptly from one task to another and had not yet cleared the previous operation. The anger was gone. In its place was something he was not ready to examine, so he did not examine it, kept it at the periphery where it could not yet demand a response, and drove.
The highway west to east was nearly empty at that hour, the fields on either side of road were flat, white and vast under the January dark sky, the occasional lights of a farmhouse or a small town appearing and receding with the regularity of something measured. He had driven this road more times than he could count — had driven it toward Shane and away from Shane and toward Shane again, the two hours between Ottawa and Montreal a distance he had learned to think of not as a separation but as a manageable interval, the price of the inevitability of their professional NHL careers, tolerable because it had to be. He had driven it in every season and in every mood and it had always been, underneath however he was feeling, the road toward Shane. Tonight it was the road toward Shane’s empty condo and Hayden’s voice saying his phone is here and the question he was not yet allowing himself to ask.
He thought instead about what he knew. Shane had left the Pike house on the evening of the thirtieth. He had not come to Ottawa —Ilya knew that. He had been awake late most nights that week with the planned conversation and controlled anger and the something underneath both, would have heard the car in the driveway and the key in the lock even if Shane changed his mind. Shane had not contacted his parents, had not contacted Hayden, had not shown up to practice. His phone was on the counter and his car was in the garage. Hayden had said his passport was gone, his wallet was gone, and those two things together meant something different from the phone left behind — meant intention, meant deliberate choice, meant Shane had taken the things a person took when they had somewhere to go but did not want anyone to know.
Ilya held this, examined it and tried to find in it something that resolved into Shane being somewhere he had chosen to be and would come back when he was ready, and found that it almost worked, that it was almost the explanation that made the phone and the car and the hockey gear cohere into something tolerable. He held it carefully for the rest of the drive and did not push on its edges.
He arrived at Shane’s building a few minutes before seven. Hayden was in the lobby, standing near the front desk with his coat still on, and when Ilya walked through the doors they looked at each other with the wary acknowledgement of two people who occupied opposite sides of the same person’s life but had never found a way to be comfortable about it. Under other circumstances Ilya might have felt the familiar low friction of Hayden’s barely concealed reservations about him, the residue of years of rivalry that Shane’s explanations had softened but not dissolved. Tonight he felt none of it, or it was present and simply did not matter, overridden by something larger and more urgent, and from the look on Hayden’s face the same was true in the other direction.
They went upstairs. Ilya opened the door with his key.
The condo was exactly as Hayden had described it and also worse than Ilya had expected, though he could not have said precisely why — it was orderly, undisturbed, nothing broken or misplaced, no evidence of anything violent or sudden. It was worse because of how normal it was. Because Shane’s practice bag was in the closet. His coffee maker was on the counter. The throw blanket on the arm of the sofa was folded in Shane’s way, with the military symmetry that Ilya had teased him about more than once, and the normalcy all pressed against Ilya’s chest in a way that evidence of struggle would have almost been a relief, because struggle would have been an explanation and this was simply absence, clean and total and with nothing to act upon.
They moved through the rooms without speaking much. There was no natural register for this — two people who had never been in a room together without Shane as the organizing principle between them, now in Shane’s space without Shane, doing the grim work of cataloguing what was missing and what remained. Ilya was aware of Hayden the way you were aware of a person you were not comfortable with in close quarters, a low continuous vigilance that sat underneath everything else, and he thought that Hayden was probably aware of him in the same way. Neither of them said anything about it because there was nothing to say and no time for it regardless.
Shane’s wallet was gone. His passport, which Ilya knew Shane kept in the small drawer of his bedside table, was gone. Ilya stood in the bedroom with the bedside drawer open and looked at the space where the passport had been and felt the careful blankness he had maintained on the drive begin to develop fractures.
He went to Shane’s desk. It was in the small second bedroom Shane used as a home office, a room Ilya had been in many times and which bore all the traces of Shane’s working habits — the color-coded files, the neat stacks of paper, the foundation and league documents organized by quarter. On the corner of the desk, half beneath a folder, was a business card. White stock, minimal, a name and a phone number and a Montreal address and beneath the name, in small clean font, venture capital and private investment. The name was Lopez. Ilya had heard it before — Shane mentioning him in passing over the last few months, a major foundation donor, functions and events, the name that had appeared with a regularity that Ilya had found faintly irritating without being able to articulate why.
He stood and looked at the card for a moment. Then he picked it up and put it in his jacket pocket without mentioning it to Hayden, who was in the other room. He could not have explained the instinct precisely — it was not fully formed, not a theory or a suspicion, just a reflex, pocketing something that might be relevant, something to be examined later when he had the space and the bandwidth to examine it. He moved back to the living room and said nothing. Hayden also said nothing, and they stood in Shane’s condo in silence and looked at each other with the same awkwardness that always existed between them.
The missing person report was filed that night. Hayden handling most of it at the local police station while Ilya stood beside him and answered questions in the flat affectless tone he used when he needed to be functional but his interior state was not cooperating. The officer taking the report was professional and thorough. His face held the careful neutrality of a law enforcement officer who had learned not to project outcomes onto situations that were still open. Ilya watched him write things down and thought about nothing.
Afterward in the parking lot of the police station Hayden said “I’ll call you if I hear anything” and Ilya said “yes” and they stood for a moment in the cold night with the distance between them that had always been there. Then Hayden said, quietly and without the wariness, “he’ll be okay”. Ilya looked at him and understood that Hayden was saying it for both of them, was offering it the way you offered something you were not sure you believed to someone who needed it. Ilya nodded once and got in his car.
He drove back to Ottawa through the same dark fields, the same empty highway, the road that had always been the road toward Shane now simply a road, leading home to a house that was just a house, and this time he could not keep his mind carefully blank because it was no longer available to him. His mind moved now through the evening, through the condo the empty drawer the business card in his pocket, and underneath was the week he had just spent angry, about Shane’s pause on Boxing Day — the long terrible pause before Shane said “you”. But running through everything like a fault line, was the look on Shane’s face at the Christmas table that Yuna had noticed and Ilya had dismissed, the look that he could see clearly now in a way he had not been able to see it when he was sitting across the table from him, the look that was not tiredness and not preoccupation but something more fundamental, something that had been living in Shane for longer than Christmas and that Ilya, too occupied with his own unhappiness, had not looked at closely enough to understand.
He passed Yuna and David’s neighborhood twenty minutes from home. The streets were quiet and dark. Ilya could see their house from the road, a light on in the upstairs window. He slowed without quite deciding to but then did not stop, because he did not have the words yet, had not found the arrangement of them that would allow him to walk into that house and sit across from Yuna and David and tell them what he knew and what he didn’t know and hold himself together while he did it. Tomorrow he would find those words. Tonight he drove past and the light in the upstairs window receded in his mirror and was gone.
He pulled into his driveway and sat in the car for a moment in the dark and cold night with the engines off, looking at his house. Enormous and silent, lit only by the lamp he had left on in the front room when he left — hours ago. It was a different version of this evening, a version of himself that was still angry and planning a conversation and waiting to be apologized to. He went inside.
He took the business card out of his pocket and set it on the kitchen table and sat down and looked at it. Lopez. The name Shane had mentioned the way you mentioned something ordinary, and Ilya had felt the faint irritation each time and had not examined the irritation closely and had not asked the questions that the irritation, if properly examined, might have prompted. He sat and looked at the card and thought about the last few months — the distance, the distraction, always something that pulled at Shane and kept him away, the pause before Shane said you on Boxing Day, the grief in his eyes that Ilya had read as hesitation and responded to with his own pain, then the door closing, the silence after, and the week of managed anger that now felt like a week of not paying attention to something that Shane had tried very hard to tell him.
Ilya opened his laptop. He searched for private investigation firms — Montreal first, then expanding outward, reading reviews and credentials and case histories with the systematic attention he brought to anything he decided to do thoroughly. He read for a long time. He made notes. Outside the Ottawa night was deep and surreal. The kitchen was very quiet around him, and the business card sat on the table beside the laptop, and at some point he poured a glass of vodka that he did not drink. The lamp on the table made a small warm circle in the dark, and beyond it the rest of the house was enormous and still.
He searched and read and took notes and did not allow himself to think about what he was actually doing, which was trying to find Shane, which meant Shane was lost, which meant the week of anger had been a week of something else entirely that he had not understood and could not go back to correct. The door that had closed on Boxing Day and Shane saying “I love you” into the cold air may be final. Ilya had stood in his kitchen and said nothing. A week with a glass of vodka and a planned conversation that may never happen.
He sat in his kitchen in the house he had bought imagining a future with the man he loved and searched for experts who might be able to find those who were lost, and outside the January winter was absolute, and the business card sat in the lamplight was the only evidence he had.
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  The news broke on a Wednesday.
Hayden would remember that detail with the strange precision with which you remember the peripheral facts of catastrophic events — not always the event itself in its glory detail, but the incidental pieces that surrounded it, the movement of the ordinary world in the moment before and after it changed. It was a Wednesday, the seventh of January, two mornings after the missing person report had been filed, and Hayden was in the practice facility parking lot when his phone began producing the frantic pattern of notifications that meant something had escaped its container and was moving through the world on its own momentum. He stood in the cold, looked at his screen and watched it happen in real time — a reporter who had a source in the police force, or a team administrator who had spoken to someone, or simply the inevitable consequence of Shane Hollander not showing up to practice and nobody being able to explain why — and within the hour it was everywhere.
Shane Hollander Missing: Montreal Voyageurs Captain Unaccounted For.
He read the headline and then read the ones that followed, multiplying by the minute across every sports outlet and news site and social media platform that existed, and felt something in him go very still in the way when a situation had moved beyond a point absolutely out of control where stillness had become simply the only available response. The story spread with the velocity of things the public had a strong attachment to — Shane Hollander was not merely a hockey player, was not merely famous in the way of professional athletes, was the golden boy of Canadian hockey in the most literal sense of the phrase, the kind of player who appeared on the covers of magazines that did not ordinarily cover hockey and in commercials for things that had nothing to do with sport, the kind of player whose face had become in some diffuse and genuine way a piece of national iconography, and his absence from the world was not a sports story. It was a national story. By noon it was leading the national news.
Hayden spent the morning doing two things simultaneously — fielding calls from journalists who wanted too much information, and coordinating with the Voyageurs organization about what could and could not be communicated publicly. The team's general manager, a methodical man named Proulx who dealt with crises in batches, called Hayden directly and spoke in the measured tones of someone trying to project calm over a significant quantity of internal alarm. The team's official statement was brief and unhelpful, had said nothing that wasn't already known: Shane Hollander had been reported missing, the team was cooperating fully with authorities, they asked that everyone respect the privacy of his family during this time. It satisfied no one. By mid-afternoon the journalists who had not gotten anything from the team's official channels had begun calling players directly, and Hayden spent another hour texting teammates with the same message: say nothing, refer everything to the communications office, say nothing.
He drove to Ottawa that evening.
He had called ahead, and Yuna had said come and meant it absolutely. He parked on the street outside the Hollander house and sat in his car for a moment, looking at the lit windows, and thought about all the times he had been to this house over the years — for dinners and holidays and the occasional afternoon when Shane had brought him along for reasons that seemed in retrospect to be about showing Hayden something he wanted Hayden to understand, something about what his life contained that the public version of it didn't show. He had understood, over time. He understood now with a thoroughness that had a grief in it, sitting in his car outside the lit windows of the house where David and Yuna Hollander were waiting for news of their only son.
Ilya's car was already in the driveway.
Hayden looked at it for a moment, at the familiar vehicle he had seen parked in this driveway enough times over the years that its presence here no longer surprised him even if it had never entirely stopped feeling complicated, and then he got out of his car and went to the door and knocked. Yuna opened it, and her face showed the face of a woman who was holding herself together with both hands and intended to keep doing so regardless of the cost.
“Hayden”, she said, and stepped back to let him in.
The kitchen was where they gathered, as kitchens were always where people gathered in crisis — something about the practical associations of the space, the sense that things were prepared and sustained there, that it was the room most insistently connected to the ongoing maintenance of life. David was at the table with a cup of tea he wasn't drinking, his hands around it the way hands needed something to hold when everything else was uncertain. Yuna moved between the counter and the table with the quiet continuous industry as she always managed difficulty by finding tasks to do. Ilya was at the far end of the table with his laptop open and a notepad beside it. He looked up when Hayden came in and they exchanged the look they had been exchanging since the parking lot of the police station — acknowledging, wary, united by the only thing that would ever unite them.
Hayden sat down. Yuna put tea in front of him without asking. David looked at him with the eyes of a man who had aged ten years in forty-eight hours.
“What are they saying?” David asked. He meant the investigation, the machinery of official inquiry that had been set in motion. He asked with the careful steadiness that was characteristic of David Hollander, even in the times of uncertainty.
Hayden told him what he knew, which was not much. The RCMP had taken over from the local police, even the FBI may be helping, given the public profile of the case — Shane Hollander missing was not a case that stayed at the level of local policing for long. There were investigators assigned. They were working through Shane's recent contacts, his phone records, and his financial activity. There had been no transactions on any of Shane's accounts since the thirtieth of December. No border crossings under his name. No activity of any kind that would place him anywhere at any point after the evening he had left Hayden's house.
David listened to all of this without expression. When Hayden finished David nodded once, the nod of a man filing information he had not wanted but needed, and looked back at his tea.
Yuna said, from the counter, without turning around, “he is not dead”. She said it the way you stated a fact rather than the way you expressed a hope, and nobody in the room contradicted her, and the silence that followed was three people choosing to inhabit the same belief because the alternative was not survivable.
Ilya had not said anything since Hayden sat down. He was looking at his laptop and his jaw was set and his eyes focused as he was engaged in something that was absorbing all available cognitive resources. Hayden looked at the notepad beside the laptop and could see, from across the table, names and numbers and what appeared to be a list of criteria, and understood that Ilya was researching investigators, was already well into the process of doing the thing that the rest of them were still too shocked to do, and felt toward him in that moment something that was not warmth but was the nearest thing to it that their history permitted.
“I have found some firms”, Ilya said, without looking up. “Montreal. I am going to sign the contract tomorrow”.
David looked at him. Something in David's face shifted almost imperceptibly — seeing something confirmed that he had already believed. “Good”, he said. And then, quietly: “thank you, Ilya”.
Ilya looked up at that. His expression was not comfortable with gratitude, he received it with a slight stiffness, a fraction of a second of not knowing where to put it — and then he nodded and looked back at his laptop.
Hayden drank his tea and watched the three of them.
The press conference was David's idea, which surprised Hayden and perhaps should not have. David Hollander was a quiet man, a man who expressed himself through steadiness and presence rather than words, but he was also a man who had raised Shane Hollander and understood, in the way that Shane's parents understood things about him that the rest of the world spent years trying to decode, that visibility could be a tool, that the story moving through the world was going to move. The question was whether you shaped it or let it shape itself. He wanted to appeal directly to the public. He wanted anyone who had seen anything to have a face and a voice to connect to the name.
Yuna arranged it. She was good at this — at the logistics of public-facing things, the coordination of time and place and message, the management of the space between what needed to be said and what needed to be withheld — and she threw herself into the arrangement of the press conference with the energy because she needed something concrete to do with the grief and anxiety. The Voyageurs organization provided a room and a communications officer and the kind of institutional support that came with the full weight of the NHL behind it, because the league was, by this point, extremely aware of the situation and extremely invested in its resolution. Commissioner Cromwell had called Hayden personally to express the league's full support and cooperation, and Hayden had thanked him in the tone he reserved for institutional condolences and moved on.
The press conference was held on the ninth of January at the Voyageurs practice facility, in a room that had been set up with a table and microphones and the clean neutral backdrop of official proceedings. The number of journalists and cameras that filled it was something that Hayden had anticipated intellectually and was still not entirely prepared for in practice. TSN, CBC, CTV, Global News, ESPN, CNN, NBC, etc. They came from every Canadian outlet and most of the American ones — this was not, by this point, a Canadian story only, had crossed into the kind of coverage that attached itself to a name that meant something beyond the sport, and the room had the dense charged atmosphere of a space in which a great many people were waiting for something they considered significant.
David and Yuna sat at the table. Hayden sat beside them. He had offered to speak on their behalf, to be the buffer between them and the cameras the way he had been the buffer between the team and the media all week, and David had said no, he wanted to speak himself, and Yuna had agreed, and so they sat there in front of the cameras and the microphones and the full attention of a country. David spoke first.
He spoke without notes. He spoke in the measured, careful way he had of constructing sentences — slowly, with weight given to each word, nothing wasted — and what he said was simple and complete: his son was missing, they did not know where he was or what had happened, they were asking anyone with any information to come forward, they were asking the public for their thoughts and their patience and their help. He described Shane — not the public Shane, not the captain of the Voyageurs, but his son, the boy who had learned to skate on the backyard rink he had built every winter, who had eaten Yuna's cooking at this table every Christmas, who called his mother every Sunday without fail regardless of what city he was in or what time zone he was operating across. He spoke about this Shane with the plain unadorned love of a father who had no use for performance and the cameras in the room flashed quietly.
Yuna spoke after David. She was more composed than David in the visible sense — her voice was controlled, her posture precise, the kind of containment that came from enormous internal effort directed at a single purpose — and she said that she wanted Shane to know, wherever he was, that they were looking for him and they were not going to stop, and that she loved him and his father loved him and that was not something that changed under any circumstances. She said it looking directly at the cameras, not at her notes, not at David, not at Hayden, directly at the cameras, as though Shane might be watching from somewhere and she needed him to see her face.
Hayden looked at the white linen on the table through most of it.
The questions from the journalists were handled by the Voyageurs communications officer, someone who was great at deflection. Hayden sat at the table, listened, said nothing and thought about Shane's face on the thirtieth, the evening in the living room, the way Shane had held Amber with that raw unguarded grief underneath the tenderness, and felt whatever he had been carrying since the parking garage of Shane's building settled into a new configuration that was slightly heavier than the previous one.
In the weeks that followed Hayden drove to Ottawa more than he drove anywhere else. He drove there because Yuna and David needed people around them and because he needed to be doing something and driving was a great choice. And because there was a version of usefulness available in Ottawa that was not available in Montreal, where the investigation was moving through its processes without input from Hayden, the team was training without Shane, and the media were circling without anything new to report. In Ottawa there were David and Yuna, who needed practical things — groceries, appointments, the management of the house, the management of the world pressing against their door in the form of journalists, well-meaning neighbors, foundation board members and NHL officials and the general continuous weight of other people's concern. There were practical things to do and Hayden did some of them, driving up on days off and spending hours at the Hollander house doing the small continuous work of keeping a household functioning when its occupants were not capable of themselves.
But Ilya was already doing most of it.
This was something Hayden understood gradually, over the course of several visits, in the way you understand something that is not announced but simply present — a stocked fridge when he arrived that had been empty the last time he was there, a shoveled driveway that had not been shoveled by David, an appointment card on the kitchen counter for Yuna's dentist in Ilya's handwriting. He was there when Hayden arrived and sometimes still there when Hayden left. When he was not there his presence was evident in the maintained state of the house, in Yuna's slightly less hollow expression, in David's posture, which was still the posture of someone bearing an extraordinary weight but was not quite as collapsed as it might have been. Ilya said nothing about any of this. He did not announce what he was doing or seek acknowledgment of it. He simply did it, in the way he apparently did everything — with a focused and total commitment that had no interest in being observed.
Hayden watched this and thought about 2018, about Ilya leaving Boston for Ottawa, about the realization he had not been able to dismiss. He thought about it and said nothing about it to Ilya, because they were not people who said things to each other about what they observed in each other, and because what he would have had to say was something close to I understand now and he was not sure he had the vocabulary for it in a way that would not sound like condescension, and so he said nothing and watched and revised, quietly and permanently, something in his understanding of Ilya Rozanov.
They sat around the Hollander kitchen table on a Tuesday evening in late January — Hayden, Ilya, David, Yuna — with the remnants of a dinner Ilya had cooked still on the table and the atmosphere of the house that had become familiar to Hayden in the weeks since the beginning of the new year, the atmosphere of a place where grief had taken up residence and was not going anywhere. The RCMP had called that morning with an update that was not an update — more of a status report, a careful accounting of avenues pursued and not yet resolved, the language of investigation moving at its own pace through its own processes. David had relayed the call to Hayden with the same measured neutrality he brought to everything, and Hayden had listened , made notes and said the things that seemed most useful. Now they sat around the table in the aftermath and the quietness resembled four people who had run out of things to say that would not result in everyone in the room breaking down to pieces.
Yuna got up and cleared the plates because maintenance of domestic order was something she could still have control over. Ilya stood and helped her without being asked, moving around the kitchen with a familiarity that struck Hayden every time he observed it — the ease that could only come from being in this kitchen many times, who knew where things went and how Yuna preferred them, who occupied the space not as a guest but as someone with a longer-standing claim to it. David watched them from the table with an expression that contained, underneath the grief and the exhaustion, something that might have been gratitude and might have been something more complicated, the expression of a man looking at someone his son had loved and finding in that love a continuity he hadn't expected to be able to find.
Hayden stared at the light fixture and thought about Shane.
He thought about Shane constantly, in the obsessive circular way trying to solve a problem by turning it over repeatedly in the hope that a new angle will reveal something the previous times have missed. He went back through the months before Christmas with relentless attention, searching for anything he should have seen, the signal he should have read, the moment when Shane had been trying to tell him something and Hayden had been looking in the wrong direction.
The car accident in November kept surfacing.
It had been an ordinary Tuesday — ordinary until it wasn't, the other car coming through the intersection without stopping, the impact, the spin, the totaled car and the shaken body and the roadside in the November chill. He had been fine. He had called Jackie and then Shane, and Shane had arrived faster than he should have been able to and had stood with Hayden on the roadside with the solid, unremarkable presence. It made the space around it feel more stable. Afterward Shane had driven Hayden home and sat with him for an hour before Jackie got there, and that had all seemed like Shane being Shane, like the natural response of someone who loved Hayden and had been frightened for him.
It was what came after that Hayden kept returning to.
The calls in the week following the accident — Shane calling every day, sometimes twice, asking how Hayden was, how Jackie was, how the kids were, whether everyone was okay, whether things felt normal, and the repetition had seemed at the time like the thoroughness that was characteristic of Shane, the conscientious checking-in of a person who took his responsibilities to the people he loved seriously. But Hayden heard it differently now. Heard in the repetition not thoroughness but anxiety, not conscientious checking but monitoring, the behavior of someone who was measuring something and checking the measurements with a frequency that suggested he was frightened of what they might show. Is everyone okay? Is Jackie okay? Are the kids okay? Does everything feel normal? The phrase, does everything feel normal, which Hayden had registered at the time as slightly odd, slightly in excess of what the accident alone explained, and had let pass because Shane was allowed to be worried. The accident had been frightening and Hayden had not wanted to make Shane feel self-conscious about caring.
He turned this over and over in the Ottawa kitchen, in his car on the highway between Ottawa and Montreal, in his own kitchen in Montreal with Jackie across the table watching him think, and he could not make it cohere into anything he could bring to the RCMP with confidence. He had a car accident and Shane was worried about me and my family. He could hear how it sounded. He could hear how far it was from anything actionable. But it sat in him and could not be put down, the memory of Shane's voice asking is everyone okay with a frequency and an intensity that belonged to something larger than a car accident. Hayden turned it over, looked at it from every angle available and could not yet read the message of what it was trying to show him.
The investigators Ilya had hired from Montreal in the second week of January began work with the professionalism of people who were very good at something that most people hoped never to need them for. They were thorough and methodical and communicated with Ilya in detailed reports that Ilya shared with Hayden in summarized form, and the reports were, in the aggregate, a record of doors opening and closing. Shane's financial records — no activity since December thirtieth. His phone records — the last outgoing call on the evening of the thirtieth, to a number that turned out to be a restaurant two blocks from the Pike house, whose manager had no recollection of the call. His recent contacts catalogued and interviewed — teammates, foundation staff, the various Montreal businessmen and philanthropists who had entered his orbit through the foundation's donor network. Each interview produced the same result: Shane had seemed fine, had seemed normal, had seemed exactly as he always seemed, and then had not been seen again.
The business card — Lopez —which Ilya begrudgingly gave a picture to the police, went into the investigators' file along with everything else. The firm ran the name through their standard processes, mapped his connections, interviewed his assistant, and sent someone to the Montreal office address on the card. The office was legitimate, the business was legitimate, the man himself was a prominent figure in Montreal's financial community with no criminal record and an array of charitable involvements that included the Irina Foundation among several others. He expressed concern about Shane's disappearance in the practiced tones of a man who knew how to express concern. The investigators noted the interview and moved on.
Ilya read this report sitting at the Hollander kitchen table on a Thursday evening in late January.His jaw was set and his eyes were flat. When he finished reading he set the report down and looked at the wall for a long moment and said nothing.
Hayden, across the table, watched him and said nothing either.
February came. The investigation continued its methodical movement through the available evidence and produced nothing that moved the story forward. The media coverage, which had been intense and continuous in January, began to develop the rhythms of a story with no new information to sustain it — flaring briefly when someone claimed to have seen Shane somewhere and subsiding when the claim produced nothing, cycling back through the same photographs, the same biographical details and the same careful official statements every few weeks when another anniversary of his disappearance presented itself as a news hook. The country had not forgotten. It had simply settled into the posture of a place that was waiting, that had accommodated the wait into its ongoing life and was prepared to keep waiting for a long time.
In Ottawa, Yuna sat by the window for longer each day. David watched her, said nothing but his face showed evidence of despair and helplessness.
In Montreal, Hayden drove west to Ottawa, east back to Montreal. He turned the November car accident over and over in his mind but could not yet see what it was trying to show him.
In Ottawa, in his Westboro house, Ilya sat at his kitchen table in the evenings and read the reports. He called Shane's voicemail, listened to the same twelve seconds of Shane's voice and sat in the silence after looking at the wall, and the wall gave nothing back. The house was very still around him, and outside the Ottawa winter settled over everything.
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  Ilya officially hired the Montreal firm on the eighth of January and gave them everything he had — the business card, a timeline he had reconstructed from memory and from the phone records he had requested, every name Shane had mentioned in the last six months, every event and function and foundation meeting that Lopez’s name had appeared in connection with. The firm was thorough, expensive and came with the kind of credentials that suggested they had found people who did not want to be found. Ilya wired the retainer without looking at the number, and told them to start immediately. He went back to his kitchen table, his notepad and the business card that he had already given them a photograph of but could not bring himself to put away.
He was not sleeping. He understood this in the abstract, in the way you understood something that your body was experiencing and your mind had not yet fully processed. Ilya was lying down at night and getting up in the morning and the hours between were not sleep but a kind of suspended state, the body horizontal and the mind moving continuously through the available information, rearranging it, looking for the configuration that produced a different result. He was not eating with any consistency. His teammates noticed and said nothing to his face, which was the correct response, and he was distantly grateful for it. He went to practice because practice was the structure the days were built around and without it the days had no architecture at all, He went to games because stopping felt like a concession he was not prepared to make, felt like acknowledging something he refused to acknowledge, and on the ice he was ferocious in a way that his coaches noted approvingly and his opponents noted with a wariness. He drove the puck, drove himself, and drove everyone around him with savagery. It was the only place he could express his interior frustration and guilt.
Off the ice there were the investigation reports.
They arrived in his email with regularity. Professional investigators have learned through long experience how to present negative results with the same neutrality as positive ones. No financial activity on any of Shane’s accounts since December thirtieth. No border crossings. No activity on his passport. No camera footage that placed him anywhere after the evening of the thirtieth, when he walked out of his condo building. Interviews with teammates, foundation staff, Montreal contacts — all producing the same result, the same wall, the same absence. The business card led to an office in downtown Montreal that was legitimate on its surface, the man behind it prominent and cooperative and expressing concern in the practiced tones, and then it led further, into the network of holding companies and subsidiaries behind the legitimate surface. And there it led to a shell company registered in the Cayman Islands, and there it stopped. The investigators noted the anomaly. They kept looking. The shell company gave nothing back.
Ilya read the reports at his kitchen table at the Hollander kitchen table and at Shane’s kitchen table in Montreal, in the condo he drove to on off days and let himself into with the key Shane had given him years ago, in the casual way Shane had given it — in case you need to get in when I’m not there — not as a declaration but as a practical fact, the key passed between them with the ease of people who had long since stopped marking every threshold. He maintained the condo the way Shane maintained it — paid the bills, checked that nothing had deteriorated, moved through the rooms carefully and touched nothing that was not strictly necessary. Shane’s coffee maker. Shane’s throw blanket on the arm of the sofa with its symmetrical fold. Shane’s hockey gear in the closet that Ilya opened and closed, just to confirm it was still there, which he understood was not rational and still did not stop doing.
He slept in Shane’s bed when he stayed overnight, laid in the dark and looked at the ceiling and listened to the city outside and thought about all the nights he had lain in this bed with Shane and how unremarkable each of those nights had seemed in themselves, how completely he had failed to understand at the time that those had been the most precious and how he would give everything he had and everything he was for one more unremarkable night in this bed in this condo in this city with Shane’s elbow on his ribs and Shane’s breathing evening out beside him in the dark.
He drove back to Ottawa on the mornings after, sat in traffic on the 417 and read the city around him without seeing it. Ilya arrived at his Westboro house, sat in his kitchen. He called the investigators and asked questions that produced the same answers they had produced the last time he asked them.
He started calling Shane’s voicemail on January fifth. He could not have said precisely why the first call happened or what had preceded it — whether it was a conscious decision or something he found himself doing. The phone was already by his ear and ringing before he had fully formed the intention. Shane’s voicemail was picked up after four rings. Hey, it’s Shane, leave a message. The voice exactly as it always was — unhurried, warm in the understated way Shane was warm, the faint trace of amusement that lived in Shane’s voice even in its most neutral register, as though the world was always offering him something slightly worth smiling at. Twelve seconds. The beep. Ilya never left a message. He called, listened, hung up and sat in whatever room he was in — the Westboro kitchen, the Montreal condo, the parking lot of the Ottawa practice facility — held the phone and said nothing.
He called every night. He did not examine this closely enough to call it a ritual, did not permit it the significance that the word would have given it, simply did it the way you did things that your body had decided were necessary before your mind had weighed in on the matter. Hey, it’s Shane, leave a message. He listened to the twelve seconds, hung up, went to bed, lay in the dark, looked at the ceiling of his Westboro house and thought about Boxing Day.
He thought about it with exhaustive attention, trying to find the error in a calculation that kept producing the wrong result. The kitchen on Boxing Day morning, the coffee, the grey light, the conversation that had moved from Bood’s barbecue to the fight with the inevitability of a conversation that had been building for months and was going to arrive at its destination no matter what either of them did. Shane’s face when Ilya asked the question. The pause that preceded the answer, that long charged stillness that Ilya had read as hesitation and responded to with pain, and then the answer itself — you, I would choose you, of course I would always choose you — and the pause still there between them regardless, the pause that had existed before the answer and could not be retroactively dissolved by it. Ilya said you had to think about it in that flat cold voice that was the voice of his pain and pride speaking before his reason could intervene.
He turned the pause over and over in the dark of his ceiling. He had read it as hesitation. He had been certain he was reading it correctly at the time — the long silence of Shane weighing options, doing the calculation, arriving at his answer only after careful deliberation. He had been certain and he had been hurt. He had asked Shane to leave and Shane was gone. Now, in the accumulated distance from that morning, with everything that had followed it pressing back against it, the certainty felt less like knowledge and more like the story he had needed to tell himself in the moment, the interpretation that his feelings had required. The pause had been long, full and had contained something that, looking back, looking back with the desperation of a man who had nothing else to do in the dark at three in the morning, had not looked exactly like the weighing of options. Had looked like something else. Something that Ilya could not name from here, from this distance, with the available information he had. Something that Shane had not been able to say.
The door closing. Shane’s face turned slightly, not all the way, the voice steady and quiet and at great cost.
I love you.
Ilya lying in the dark in his Westboro house with his eyes on the ceiling and the silence of the house complete around him. The words that he had not said in response sat in him like something he had swallowed and could not digest — they were still there, had been there every day since Boxing Day, had always been there, would always be there, and the fact that Shane had said them and he had not answered was the fact he returned to last, every night, before the ceiling went grey in the early morning and the next day began.
Ilya had said nothing. Shane had said I love you and Ilya had said nothing. Then Shane had left and disappeared. The phone sat on the counter in Montreal with missed calls, the passport was gone from the bedside drawer, and the business card led to a shell company that gave nothing back.
February passed but the investigation did not break open the way Ilya had hoped that with the force of his will and the resources of the best firm in Montreal behind it, it would eventually break open. The reports kept coming and the reports kept saying the same thing in different arrangements of words. Ilya read them, called the lead investigator, asked questions and received answers that were honest and professional and insufficient. He hired a second firm and gave them the same material and waited for different results but did not get them. He called Shane’s voicemail every night and listened to the twelve seconds and hung up. He drove to Montreal and walked through the condo and drove back. He played hockey with the pent up energy of a man who had nowhere else to put what he was carrying. He came home from games to his Westboro house and sat in the kitchen and looked at the ceiling and went through Boxing Day again, the kitchen, the pause, the door, the words he had not said.
He had been given a week of anger first, he thought sometimes. A week of righteous patience, of managed pain, and the planned conversation, a week during which Shane had apparently already been — somewhere. In something. A week during which Ilya had been sitting in his Westboro house compiling the conversation he was going to have when Shane came back, adjusting its tone, perfecting its register, while Shane was somewhere that the best investigators in Montreal, the RCMP, and the FBI could not find him. The anger was gone now, had dissolved so completely in the weeks since Hayden’s call that Ilya could barely reconstruct its texture, and what had replaced it was not a cleaner emotion but a more complex one, layered and dense and without any of anger’s useful forward momentum — grief and guilt and love and the cold weight of the unanswered I love you sitting in him every night in the dark.
He looked at the ceiling of his Westboro house and thought about the house — the house he had bought imagining Shane in it, the three bedrooms, the proper backyard and the kitchen designed for cooking actual meals. The house that had been a declaration made to no one, or to the future or to whatever version of hope he had still been capable of in 2018. Shane had been in this house many times. Had stood in this kitchen, drunk coffee, slept in this bed, and moved through these rooms with the ease of someone welcome in them. Had never lived here, had never had his gear in the mudroom or his organizational system applied to the kitchen cabinets, had always been a visitor to the life that Ilya had built in this house with him in mind, and Ilya lay in the dark, looked at the ceiling of the room he had imagined sharing and listened to the silence of the house. He thought about how completely he had failed to understand, at the time, what he had.
Hey, it’s Shane, leave a message.
He lay in the dark and listened to the twelve seconds, did not leave a message, laid in the silence after, looked at the ceiling and waited for morning.
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  Six months was long enough to understand that the investigation was not going to break open as anyone had believed it would. Ilya had believed it with the full force of his will for the first two months — had thrown money and resources and the intensity that had made him one of the best hockey players in the world at the problem. However, the problem had not responded, and had simply continued to be what it was, which was a wall, complete and without cracks. By March he had understood this intellectually. By summer he had understood it in the bones, in the way you understood things that had stopped being abstractions and become the permanent substance of your days.
He let the second firm go in April. The first had already exhausted their leads by the end of February. He kept the files. He kept the business card, which had moved from his jacket pocket to his kitchen table to the drawer beside his bed, where it sat among the other things he could not throw away and could not look at directly. Shane’s voicemail is still active, the bills still paid, the key still on his keyring. He kept all of it and did not examine too closely what they all meant.
What his days had become, in the absence of the investigation’s momentum, was this: practice in the mornings, the ice and the work and the brutality that his coaches had long since stopped questioning, Then the evenings without games or road trips, which belonged to Yuna and David.
He had always been woven into their lives — years of Christmases and holidays and the Sunday brunches and birthday dinners. Yuna treated him from the first evening as someone who belonged there, without explanation, simply as a fact. He had understood then what it meant to be received by someone who asked nothing in return for their warmth, and he had understood it more completely every year since. Now he was in Ottawa, they were in Ottawa, and Shane was nowhere to be found. The logical conclusion of all of those facts was that Ilya came by several times a week and brought groceries. He sat with Yuna when she could not sleep and watched games with David in the evenings with the television turned low, both of them present and not talking, which was its own kind of conversation.
David was managing. This was the word Ilya used in his own mind — managing — because it was honest without being brutal, because David was upright, functional, and going through the days with the because steadiness was the only contribution he could make to a situation he could not otherwise control. He went to work. He ate the food Ilya put in front of him. He watched the games and made occasional observations about the play. Ilya responded to them in kind. They sat in the low light of the living room and they managed together.
Yuna was something else.
Ilya noticed it first in May — a stillness that was different from her usual composure, which had always been active, directed. She sat by the window in the front room for long stretches in the afternoons and looked at the street outside with an expression that Ilya could not read from the hallway where he sometimes stood and watched her without announcing himself, not wanting to interrupt something he didn’t understand. She had stopped calling her friends — he knew this because her friends called David. When David answered, Ilya could hear the conversations from the kitchen, the careful and increasingly worried voices of women who had known Yuna for thirty years and were frightened by the silence where she used to be. She ate less. She moved through the house more slowly. She was still warm when Ilya was there, still asked him questions and listened to the answers, still made tea with the hospitality, but underneath the warmth was something Ilya recognized, because he had felt it in himself in the worst months of the winter, the sensation of a person who was present in their life and increasingly uncertain of the reason for the presence.
David noticed too. Ilya could see it in the way David watched her across rooms, the careful monitoring gaze. Someone who was frightened and managed his fear by paying close attention. He tried to reach her — Ilya could see that too, the gentle attempts, the suggestions of going out, the questions about her friends, the way he touched her hand at the dinner table and she received the touch but gave nothing back, not coldly, not with withdrawal, nevertheless with the blankness of being far away and had not fully heard the message. David would look at Ilya across the table sometimes in these moments with an expression that was asking something Ilya did not know how to answer. Ilya would hold the look and give him the steadiest version of himself he had available, which was not always very useful but was what he had.
Ilya tried too. Sat with Yuna in the front room in the afternoons and talked about the foundation — she was still involved, still attended the board meetings, still responded to emails with the efficiency that had always characterized her management. Ilya used the foundation as the thread of conversation that could reach her when other threads couldn’t, because it was Shane’s thing and therefore still connected to something in her that was engaged. She would talk about the upcoming camp session, about a grant that had come through, about a staff member she was concerned about, and for the duration of the conversation she was present, returning from wherever the window took her. Then the conversation would end and she would look back at the street and be gone again.
Ilya did not know what to do about this beyond what he was already doing. He was not a man with a large vocabulary for the emotional states of others — he barely understood his own internal emotional struggles and was considerably less fluent in anyone else’s. So he did what he could do, which was show up, bring groceries, sit in the rooms where she was, be a body in the space that was not absent, and hope that this was enough. He suspected that it wasn’t. But he would come back the next day and do it again.
The police formally reclassified the investigation in July. Not closed — a detective from the RCMP called David to explain this carefully, as though the distinction mattered, and David relayed it to Ilya afterward with the same careful tone, cold case, still officially open, no longer actively worked on. Ilya listened, nodded, drove home, sat in his kitchen and looked at the business card in his hand, which he had taken out of the bedside drawer without deciding to. Then he put it back, poured a glass of vodka, and did not drink it.
The Voyageurs held a ceremony in August. It was the organization’s doing, coordinated with the league, the kind of formal acknowledgment that institutions produced when a situation had persisted long enough to require one — not a memorial, they were careful about the word, but a ceremony, a tribute, a public marking of Shane Hollander’s absence and his significance. They retired his number. There was a video, photographs, former teammates speaking on a stage in the arena with carefully composed expressions of people who had been told to hold it together. Ilya sat in the front row between David and Yuna. He held Yuna’s hand and looked at the ice.
He had played on that ice. Had played against Shane on that ice more times than he could count, had stood on the opposite side of the faceoff circle from him and felt the thrill that had always existed between them — the competitive electricity, the specific and irreducible charge of being in close proximity to the person who was both your greatest rival and the organizing principle of your interior life — and had skated away from every one of those faceoffs carrying both the game and the secret weight of what Shane was to him, which was everything, which had always been everything, even when he was seventeen and didn’t have the language for it yet.
He looked at the ice, held Yuna’s hand, and did not cry.
Ilya gave a brief statement, as Shane’s charity partner, when it was his turn — about the Irina Foundation, about Shane’s belief that hockey could save lives, about the foundation continuing in his memory, the public language of grief that said the true things without saying the private ones. He said it clearly without breaking and sat back down. Ilya put Yuna’s hand back in both of his.
Afterward he drove them home. Made tea. Sat with them until David’s eyes were closing, Yuna had returned from wherever the ceremony had taken her to the front room window, and the house had settled back into its quiet evening. He let himself out and drove back to his Westboro house through the August night, the city warm and full around him, people on patios and in parks and moving through the last reminders of summer evenings with the ease of the lucky ones who were able to enjoy an ordinary but precious, short Ottawa summer. Ilya drove through it and felt the distance between himself and these carefree summer days were almost physical, the glass between himself and the ordinary world that had gone up sometime in January. It showed no signs of coming down.
Ilya slept at the Hollander house sometimes, when the drive back to the Westboro house felt like more than he had in him, when the emptiness waiting for him there was a weight he could not lift that particular night. There was a spare room that Yuna had prepared for him without being asked sometime in the spring. He had arrived one evening too late and too depleted to drive back. Yuna had simply shown him the room, made up and ready, as though she had known it would be needed before he had known it himself. He slept there when he needed to, drove home in the mornings and the Westboro house remained his home, the house he had bought that still held, in its rooms and its proportions and its too-much space, the image of a future he had imagined.
He was in the hallway of the Hollander house one evening in late August, coming back from the kitchen with two cups of tea, when he heard Yuna’s voice from the living room, low and directed at David, not intending to carry.
“We are lucky to have him here”, she said.
Ilya stood in the hallway with the two cups of tea and did not move for a moment. Through the doorway he could see David’s profile, the slight nod, the hand reaching across to cover Yuna’s on the arm of her chair.
He stood there and listened to the silence that followed and felt something move through him that was not quite any of the feelings he had been feeling for six months — not grief, not guilt, not the cold weight of the unanswered words — but something older, quieter and more fundamental, the feeling of being anchored by something even in the middle of being lost, of being in the right place even when everything else about the situation was wrong.
He waited until it had moved through him. Then he went into the living room, set the tea down and sat in the chair across from them. David looked at him with the expression that asked nothing but provided everything, and outside the August evening was warm and still. Ilya sat with them, drank his tea and did not say anything. Shane was nowhere, but they were still there, together.
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Yes, we are at 10 months now since Shane's disappearance and this is a walk down the memory lane. It will get worse before it gets better. Actually, it will get a lot worse. Thank you for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The team bus left the arena at two in the afternoon and Ilya was not on it.
He had told his coach the night before, not asked, told, in the way he told people things when the decision was final and not negotiable, that he would make his own way to Montreal and meet the team at the arena for the morning skate on game day. His coach had looked at him for a moment with the expression coaches wore when they were weighing the practical reality of Ilya Rozanov against the theoretical authority of their own position, and had said fine, be there by nine. Ilya had said yes and gone to pack his bag.
He drove himself. The October highway was grey, fast, and mostly empty at that hour, the fields on either side stripped and flat in the way of late autumn, the trees along the roadside holding the last of their color with the exhausted tenacity of the universe that understood what was coming. He drove without the sound of radio and with lack of attention that was common in long familiar drives, the body managing the mechanics while the mind moved elsewhere, and his mind moved, as it almost always moved on this highway, to Shane.
Ten months. He had been counting without meaning to, the way you counted things that mattered, ten months since Boxing Day, ten months since the door closed, and the car moved east and the silence began. Every kilometer of this highway carried some increasing weight of those months. The third investigation firm was still working. He called them weekly. The calls were professional, thorough, and produced nothing that the first two firms had not already failed to produce. Ilya drove east and did not think about what came after the third firm reached the same conclusion as the first two, because that thought had an edge he was not ready to approach.
He arrived at Shane’s building in the early afternoon, let himself in with his key, and stood in the hallway in the quiet and breathed.
The condo was exactly as Shane had left it. This was the thing Ilya had made certain of across ten months of careful visits — nothing moved, nothing changed, the arrangement of Shane’s life preserved. Shane’s coffee maker on the counter. Shane’s books on the shelf in the order that followed no system Ilya had ever decoded. The throw blanket on the arm of the sofa with its symmetrical fold. And on the other arm, the hoodie — old Voyageurs issue, worn to softness, left there on the evening of the thirtieth of December when Shane had gone to Hayden’s house and not come back.
Ilya moved through the rooms without turning on many lights. He had learned this about the condo — that less light was easier, that the full brightness of the overhead fixtures made the absence measurable in a way that the low warmth of the side table lamp did not. He made himself a drink he didn’t want and stood at the kitchen window and looked at the Montreal street below for a while, then went to bed and lay in the dark. He waited for morning and did not sleep.
He thought about the game. He thought about it with the professional portion of his mind, the portion that could be relied upon to function regardless of what the rest of him was doing — assessing the Voyageurs’ current roster with the systematic attention of the veteran NHL player who had been studying opposing teams for eleven years, the same eleven years Shane had been playing, both of them drafted in the same year, both of them moving through their careers on parallel tracks that had always been, in their deepest logic, about each other. The Voyageurs were different without Shane — of course they were different, Shane had been their captain for years, the organizing intelligence of the team on and off the ice, the player other players oriented themselves around the way a system orients itself around its center of gravity — and the difference was visible in their play, a slight diffuseness where there had been precision, a hesitation in the decision-making that Shane’s presence had always resolved. Ilya had watched their games this season, trying to look for two things at once but only found one of them.
He turned onto his side, looked at the wall, stopped thinking about the game, and lay in the dark and waited for morning.
Ilya saw Shane on the ice in the first period and his heart stopped.
It was not Shane. He knew immediately, in the rational portion of his mind that was always running beneath everything else, that it was not Shane — Shane was gone, had been gone for ten months, was not playing for the Montreal Voyageurs or for anyone else on any ice anywhere that the investigators had been able to determine. He knew this. And yet the rookie — a first-year player Ilya had noted in the pre-season stats but not yet encountered in person, a kid of twenty with dark hair and a lean build and a way of moving across the ice that was compact and economical and fast — crossed the blue line in the first period and something in Ilya’s peripheral vision assembled him, briefly and completely, into Shane. For one disorienting fraction of a second his body responded before his mind could correct the error, a full-body response that moved through him from the ice up and left him standing in the wrong position for the play that was actually happening, which was not Shane crossing the blue line but this kid, this rookie, this twenty-year-old with dark hair who would never be Shane.
He recovered. He played the period. He told himself it had been a fraction of a second.
But the rookie kept appearing. Every time he came into Ilya’s field of vision something in Ilya’s perception reached for the wrong conclusion and had to be corrected, and the correction took something out of him each time, some small expenditure of the resource he was already running low on, the resource required for presence, for being actually inside the game rather than managing it from a distance. By the second period the management was consuming more than it was producing. He missed a read. He took a penalty that was not a hockey decision but a body decision, the ferocity that had sustained him all season finding the wrong outlet at the wrong moment — he went into the corner too hard against the rookie with the dark hair and received two minutes for it, sat in the box, looked at the ice and did not let himself look at the rookie.
He was on the ice for two of the three goals against. He skated off at the final buzzer without looking at the scoreboard because he already knew what it said.
The locker room emptied around him while he sat at his stall with his skates still on. His teammates understood — they had learned, over three seasons in Ottawa, the grammar of Ilya’s moods. The current mood was one they recognized and respected by removing themselves from it. He sat in the emptying room and listened to the arena settling around him. He thought about the rookie’s dark hair and hated himself for the thought with a thoroughness that left no room for anything else for a while.
His phone buzzed on the bench.
The lead investigator from the third firm. Ilya looked at the name for a moment and then picked up.
The call lasted nine minutes. It contained the same information the previous calls had contained, rearranged into a slightly different configuration, which was to say it contained nothing new and a great deal of confirmation of what was already known. The shell company remained a shell company. The leads that had looked promising in September had resolved into the same wall that all the other leads had resolved into. The investigator was professional and honest. Ilya thanked him, ended the call and sat for a moment with the phone in his hand. Then he called the firm’s main line and terminated the contract.
He sat in the empty visitor locker room in the silence after and looked at the white cinderblock wall opposite. He contemplated hiring a fourth firm and understood for the first time, sitting there with his skates on and the arena silent around him, that a fourth firm would produce the same result as the third and the second and the first, and that the wall was the wall regardless of how many people he paid to look at it. This understanding was one he had been approaching for months and had finally arrived at. Arriving at it did not mean accepting what it implied, but meant the next step required something different from anything he had tried so far, and he did not yet know what that something was.
Ilya took his skates off. He showered. He dressed. He went back to Shane’s condo.
He sat at Shane’s kitchen table with his laptop and found a fourth firm anyway, because the alternative was sitting in the silence of Shane’s kitchen and confronting the reality of giving up on Shane that he had arrived at in the locker room. He was not ready to do that. He found one based in New York, read their credentials, sent an introductory email. He closed the laptop.
He poured a glass of vodka and looked at the living room from the kitchen counter.
The lamp on the side table was on, its low warm light reaching as far as the sofa. The hoodie was visible in the light — the old Voyageurs hoodie, folded on the arm of the sofa where it had been for ten months, soft and worn and exactly where Shane had left it, the casual way of his life.
He did not remember deciding to get up. He was at the table and then he was standing in front of the sofa with the hoodie in his hands.
The fabric was soft in the way of things that had been worn and washed many times, the softness that could not be manufactured or replicated, that could only be arrived at through use, through the accumulated contact of a body over years. He stood in the low lamplight and held it and felt its texture.
He sat down on the sofa.
And then — for the first time since Boxing Day, for the first time in ten months of holding together, ten months of holding it at precisely the distance required to keep functioning, to keep driving to Montreal, reading the reports , sitting with Yuna by her window, watching games with David and going through the daily mechanics of a life that felt increasingly like a performance of a life — Ilya broke down.
He bent forward over the hoodie in his lap and pressed his face into the soft fabric and sobbed.
The sound that came out of him was not something he had planned or chosen, was not something decided by any portion of him that made decisions — it was simply the sound of everything he had been holding together breaking down at once, the full unmediated weight of ten months landing on him in Shane’s living room at midnight with a hoodie in his hands. He sobbed into the worn cotton with full force, his shoulders shaking, his hands fisting in the fabric, his face buried in the softness that smelled of detergent and nothing else, nothing of Shane, and the absence of Shane’s smell was its own devastation, the detail that broke the last dam completely and let everything through at once.
He cried for the Boxing Day door and the words he had not said. He cried for the pause before Shane said you and the grief in Shane’s eyes that he had read as hesitation and responded to with his own pain instead of with the question it deserved. He cried for the week of anger between Boxing Day and Hayden’s call, the week during which he had been sitting in his Westboro house planning a conversation while Shane was somewhere in something and Ilya had not known, had been too consumed by his own hurt to know. He cried for Yuna by the window and David’s face across the kitchen table and the sound of the RCMP detective’s voice classifying the case and the reports arriving in his email with their careful language of negative results. He cried for the voicemail — hey, it’s Shane, leave a message — and the twelve seconds he called every night and the silence after, the silence of a man who had never once in ten months left a message because he could not find the words adequate to what needed to be said into the void where Shane used to be.
He cried until there were no tears left to cry with, until the sorrow had moved through him completely and exhausted itself. Then he sat in the silence after with the hoodie in his lap, his face wet, his hands still fisted in the fabric, and the silence was not peace but the of silence that exists on the other side of something that has finally been allowed to happen, the silence of a pressure that has been released.
He sat for a long time.
Afterwards, Ilya folded the hoodie carefully, along its original lines, laid it back on the arm of the sofa and smoothed it once with the flat of his hand.
He washed his face in Shane’s bathroom and looked at himself in Shane’s mirror for a moment, the red eyes, the deep lines. Then he went to bed, laid in the dark and let his mind go where it went, which was back, as it always went back, through the years, to Shane.
2008. Saskatchewan. He had been seventeen, newly arrived from Russia and confident in the way of talented seventeen-year-olds who had not yet encountered sufficient evidence to complicate the assessment. Eleven years of professional hockey ahead of him without knowing it yet, eleven years that would turn out to be inseparable from the person he was about to meet. And then across the parking lot he saw Shane Hollander, and the confidence had not diminished but had been joined by something else, the recognition of the person who was going to matter a great deal, which was distinct from the recognition of the person who was going to be difficult to beat, though it was also that. Shane walked towards him, in that ridiculous beanie, contained and focused and giving nothing away, and Ilya feeling the competitive electricity and underneath the other feeling that he did not have language for yet and would spend years acquiring.
2010. Toronto, summer. A CCM commercial, the two of them cast together in the inevitable marketing logic of the era’s two brightest young stars, a day of filming on a rink in North York with a production that kept asking them to look more like rivals and less like, whatever they were looking like, which Ilya had understood even then and had not examined directly. After filming they had ended up in the hotel gym in the evening, the kind of coincidence that was not entirely coincidence, both of them working through the residue of a day spent in each other’s company with the energy that the day had produced and not discharged. The gym was empty at that hour, the two of them on adjacent equipment moving through the space with the awareness of each other that had been present since Saskatchewan, the awareness that had no name but had a very clear physical expression in the way they each knew precisely where the other was in the room at all times without appearing to look.
They showered afterward in the adjacent stalls of the gym’s locker room, and when they glanced at each other pretending to be so subtle, that said everything that had been unsaid for two years with a clarity that required no language at all. Ilya looked at Shane on the bench, at the line of his shoulders and the dark hair wet from the shower and the brown eyes that met Ilya’s with an expression that was not quite composure, felt the two years of almost arrive at a very simple conclusion.
He said, with the towel still around his waist and the water still on his skin, “what is your room number?”
Shane looked at him. A moment — the composure and underneath desire, clear and unambiguous. He said the number. He said it in the flat neutral tone of someone making a statement that was also an invitation and leaving the response entirely to the other person.
Ilya nodded once. He got dressed. He went upstairs.
Shane’s hotel room. Shane turning in the small entrance to face Ilya with an expression that Ilya would spend years thinking about — the composure still present, practically structural, and underneath it the nervousness, visible in the set of his shoulders and the way he was breathing and the slight over-deliberateness of everything he did, the nervousness of someone who was new to this and had decided with full conviction to do it anyway, and the desire beneath the anxiety, which was not subtle, which Shane did not seem to be trying to make subtle, and underneath both the quality that Ilya would come to think of as essentially Shane — the eagerness, the focused earnest desire to do whatever he was doing well, to meet the situation with full effort and full attention, which was how Shane met everything and which in this context bypassed Ilya’s considerable self-possession entirely and went somewhere more fundamental.
He had been with people before Shane. He knew the range of what people brought to intimacy — the performative, the careless, the technically proficient and emotionally absent. Shane was none of those things. Shane was present in the way he was present on the ice, completely, his whole attention given to the task in front of him and nothing held back. When Ilya kissed him Shane kissed him back with that full attention, the nervousness and the lust all at once. Ilya had pulled back at some point and looked at him — at his face, at the brown eyes very dark and very close and entirely unguarded in a way Shane’s eyes almost never were in public — and had felt something shift in him that he recognized, even at nineteen, as the shift of something that was permanent. The internal movement of a door opening that was not going to close again.
He had been gone for this person since Saskatchewan. The hotel room in Toronto in 2010 was simply where he found out.
2013. Montreal. Shane’s condo — the first time Ilya had been there, the space already bearing the organizing logic of his mind, the mountain of pillows arranged in order and the kitchen stocked with the ingredients counted by macronutrients. They had been doing this for three years by then — the hotel rooms and the found excuses and the careful management of what it was and wasn’t — and the three years had built between them a fluency in each other that expressed itself in the ease of Shane’s condo, in the way Ilya moved through it without asking where things were, in the way they occupied the same space with the unconscious accommodation of two people used to sharing it.
It was late, a Saturday in November after a game, and they had been on Shane’s couch and then moved to the bed, in the gradual undeliberate way of two people who had been touching each other for three years and had long since stopped requiring transition.
They had not done this before. The three years had contained a great deal — had contained nearly everything — but not this, and Shane in the bedroom, his expression a combination of the desire Ilya knew well and something more deliberate, someone who had thought about this long and hard and decided this is what he wanted.
He had gone to the bedside drawer, retrieved condoms and held it out to Ilya, and his hand was shaking. Not dramatically, not uncontrollably, just the slight tremble of a body that was overwhelmed by desire and nerves simultaneously. Shaking hand and the steadiness in his eyes — the lust there, clear and direct and entirely sure of itself even if the hand was not — undid Ilya more completely than any practiced confidence could have.
What followed was slow and careful and at certain moments not slow at all, and what Ilya remembered most afterward was not any single detail but the accumulation of them — Shane’s breath against his neck and the sound of their bodies learning to pleasure each other in this new way, the way Shane’s hands moved, uncertain at first and then more assured, finding their way with determination he brought to everything. And the moment itself, when Ilya entered Shane for the first time, Shane’s face when Ilya looked at him, entirely undone, the expression of someone fully arrived at something they had wanted and finding the reality of it larger than what he was prepared for.
Afterward Ilya lay with his weight still half over Shane, both of them breathing, the room very quiet, and Shane reached up and kissed his forehead. Pressed his lips there, deliberate and gentle, and held them there for a moment. The gesture was so quiet and so complete and so entirely Shane — tender and genuine — that Ilya felt something move through him that he did not have language for, a feeling so large and so specific and so frightening in its magnitude that his first response to it was not gratitude but fear, the fear of someone who has looked at how much they care about something and understood for the first time how much it would cost to lose it.
2017. Shane’s cottage, July. Four years after Montreal, seven years after Toronto, nine years after Saskatchewan. Shane had woken him in the middle of the night, which was unusual enough that Ilya surfaced from sleep quickly, and they had lain side by side in the dark of the cottage bedroom with the summer night through the window, the water audible somewhere outside, and Shane had said he wanted to talk about something.
What he had talked about, in the careful organized way he talked about things he had prepared for, was the future. He had a plan. He laid it out with the thoroughness Ilya had come to expect from him — ten years, beginning with the establishment of a public friendship, formalized through a charity foundation they would co-found, later named after Ilya’s late mother, a hockey camp and mental health awareness initiative, the foundation serving as the visible infrastructure that would explain their continued proximity to the public. From there, graduated steps — increasing public closeness, the friendship becoming established and unremarkable in the public consciousness, the narrative shifting across years from rivals to colleagues to something that the public would arrive at in its own time, if they guided the progress carefully. And at the end of the ten years, at the end of their careers or close enough to it — them. Properly. In the open.
Ilya had listened in the dark and felt the words arrange themselves in him. Not the logistics — he had processed the logistics as Shane spoke, had understood the strategic intelligence of the plan, the careful thought behind each step. What he was feeling was something underneath the logistics, which was that Shane had spent serious time on this. Had sat with the problem of how to keep Ilya in his life in the way Ilya deserved to be kept and had not decided the obstacles were insurmountable but had made a plan. A ten-year plan. With stages, contingencies and a charity foundation. Nobody had done that for Ilya before. In twenty-six years of life no one had cared enough about his presence in their future to plan for it with that precision and that dedication. He laid in the dark of the cottage bedroom and felt the full weight of what that meant about how much he was loved. The weight of it was enormous and warm and more than he had known how to want.
He had not been able to speak for a moment. Shane was watching him with the careful attention he always had, waiting. Ilya leaned over and put his hands on Shane’s face and kissed him — his forehead, his cheeks, the corner of his mouth — and felt the tears arrive without deciding to cry, felt them simply as the physical expression of something too large for the available interior space, and said against Shane’s face, I love you, in a language Shane would understand this time. He felt the words leave him with the relief of something that had been held in compression for nine years.
Shane was still for a moment. The stillness of someone receiving something colossal and taking the time to receive it correctly.
Then he said I love you back, quiet and certain and without drama. Ilya closed his eyes and felt the relief of it move through him completely — the relief of a man who had said the most important thing he had ever said and heard it returned, the relief that was also, underneath, the wonder of having wanted something this badly and having it confirmed.
He had not been sure, before that moment, that Shane would say it back. He had believed it, in the way he believed things his body knew before his mind caught up, but he had not been sure. And after being confirmed, Ilya held his love for Shane like a religion, solid and unwavering and never ever to stop.
2018. The announcement that he was signing with Ottawa had produced predictable responses, surprise in the hockey media, his agent fielding calls from journalists wanting the story. Shane had heard the news and called him that evening and said, carefully, you don’t really have to do this, it was just a suggestion and Ilya had said I know. Shane had said Ottawa is a worse team, and Ilya had said I know that too. There had been a silence on the line that contained everything they were not saying, and then Shane had said okay in the quiet voice he used when something had moved him past showing. Ilya had said I would choose you. Again and again I would choose you. Shane had not said anything for a moment and then said I know, and the two words had carried everything. Ilya had knew that Shane understood — that this was Ilya’s choice, freely made, and that was the point.
He drove back to Ottawa in the grey October morning with all of it present in him — 2008 and 2010 and 2013 and 2017 and 2018 and the ten months since Boxing Day — and felt the highway under him, the familiar kilometers, thought about the hoodie folded on the arm of the sofa, the fourth firm’s email sitting in his outbox, and the voicemail he would call tonight and every night after.
He drove west through the October morning and arrived at his Westboro house in the afternoon. Ilya sat in the driveway for a moment, went inside, made coffee, sat at his kitchen table, and called the voicemail.
Hey, it’s Shane, leave a message.
He listened to the twelve seconds. He hung up. He sat in his kitchen in the house he had bought believing in a future and drank his coffee, stared at the wall and did not look away.
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I have written about 2/3 of the fic I think at this point. Just had to update the tags again and I think that is the last time I need to do that. Everyone are still living in profound grief and it will still get a lot worse before it gets better. We are back to Hayden in this chapter and thank god he has Jackie. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The drive from Montreal to Ottawa was two hours on a good day and longer in winter, when the highway between the two cities acquired the frigid hostility of eastern Ontario in December — the black ice that announced itself only after you were already on it, the wind that came across the flat open stretches with nothing to break it, the snow that fell sideways that made the lane markings theoretical. Hayden had made the drive enough times in the months of the past year that he had stopped thinking of it as a journey and started thinking of it as a commute, a regular obligation worked into the rhythm of the week the way school pickups and practice schedules were worked in, one more thing the calendar accommodated because it was necessary.
He went on days off, mostly, and occasionally on the road trips when the Voyageurs were playing in Ottawa. He went because Yuna and David needed people around them and because the alternative to going was staying in Montreal thinking about Shane. Thinking about Shane in Montreal without the motion of the highway under him and the purpose of the destination ahead felt, in the winter of 2021 going into 2022, anniversary of Shane’s disappearance, like something he was not equipped to do with any sustained composure. The drive gave him two hours in each direction in which the thought was tolerable because something else was also required of him, the navigation of the car and the road and the weather, and the division of attention made the thought bearable in a way it wasn’t when he was sitting still.
Jackie understood this without him explaining it, which was one of the things about Jackie that he was most grateful for — her ability to understand what he needed without requiring him to articulate it, which was fortunate because his ability to articulate things had been significantly compromised since January. She managed the school runs and the kids’ schedules on the days he drove to Ottawa and said nothing about it except occasionally, when he came home from the drive and sat at the kitchen table with the residue of it still on him, to ask if he was okay, which was the right question because it was the question that didn’t require a specific answer, that accepted whatever he could give.
Hayden was not okay. He was managing, which was different.
He found evidence of Ilya everywhere he went in the Hollander house, which he had stopped finding surprising sometime in the fall and had started finding — not comforting yet, but grounding, the evidence of something continuous and dependable in a situation that had been chaotic. A jacket over the back of the kitchen chair that was not David’s jacket, the shoulders too broad and the cut too European. Food in the fridge that had not been there on Hayden’s last visit — specific things, the things Yuna had mentioned she liked, a particular brand of tea, the ingredients of the soup she made in winter that Hayden remembered from the Christmas visits. A note in Ilya’s handwriting on the kitchen counter, the Cyrillic-inflected block letters that Hayden had learned to recognize, noting the time of an appointment and the address of a clinic, the name of the doctor Ilya had apparently researched and arranged for Yuna, with a reminder underlined twice.
He had revised his understanding of Ilya Rozanov over the course of this year in ways that he had not anticipated and was still processing. The revision had begun in 2018 with the move to Ottawa, had continued through the years of the foundation and the Christmas visits, and the careful public management of a relationship that Hayden knew the private truth of. It had accelerated in January in the parking garage of Shane’s building with Ilya’s voice on the phone saying I am coming. It had continued through every visit to the Hollander house and every piece of evidence of what Ilya was doing here, quietly and without acknowledgment, for Yuna and David. He was not the person Hayden had spent years watching across the ice, the antagonist of Shane’s professional life, the rival who chirped and needled and made himself difficult.
They were still not friends. Hayden was honest with himself about this — when he and Ilya were in the same room there was still the residue of ten years of opposition, still the faint mutual wariness of two people who had never found natural ease with each other and were now united by the worst possible circumstances without having resolved the underlying friction. But the friction had changed its quality. It had lost the edge of competition, had become something more like the friction of two people who cared deeply about the same person and were trying to share the common grief but had not found the language for. It was not warmth. It was something that had more in common with respect than anything else. Respect was not nothing, and Hayden held onto it.
He arrived on a Thursday in December, the last month of 2021, nearly a year since Shane’s disappearance, and let himself in with the key Yuna had given him in the spring. The house was quiet in the mid-afternoon way when someone was home but not moving around much, and he found Yuna in the front room in her chair by the window, which was where he found her more often than not now, her hands in her lap and her eyes on the street outside with the expression he had learned to recognize and had not learned to stop finding alarming.
She looked up when he came in and the expression shifted into something warmer and more present, the return from wherever the window took her. She said his name and started to get up. Hayden said “sit, I’ll make the tea”, and went to the kitchen.
He knew where everything was. This was the kind of knowledge you accumulated without noticing, the domestic geography of a place you visited enough — the tea in the second cabinet on the left, the mugs on the hooks beside the stove, the kettle already on the counter because Yuna kept it there because it was used frequently enough to justify the counter space. He made the tea in the quiet kitchen and looked at the evidence of Ilya on the counter — the note about the appointment, a grocery receipt in Ilya’s name, a small container of medication with the label written half in English and half in what Hayden thought was Russian — and thought about the man who he never appeared to be domestic yet doing all these mundane tasks with the efficiency he brought on the ice.
He carried the tea back to the front room and sat in the chair across from Yuna. She wrapped both hands around the mug and looked at him with the directness that had always been characteristic of her, her complete attention, that made you feel seen in the slightly uncomfortable way.
“How are the children?”she asked. She asked about the children every time, with a genuine interest in them, a woman had run a charitable youth program with a dedication that went beyond professional commitment into something more personal.
He told her. Ruby and Jade had their school concert next week. They were at the stage of rehearsal where they sang their parts continuously and simultaneously at all hours, which was an experience he described with enough comedic exaggeration to make Yuna smile — a real smile, small but present, the kind that reached her eyes. Arthur had lost a tooth and was engaged in complex negotiations with Jackie about the tooth fairy’s going rate. Amber had decided that her preferred method of communication was a shriek that conveyed a range of emotional states Hayden was still learning to differentiate.
Yuna listened to all of this with the smile still present, and Hayden watched her listening and thought about how she had been at the Christmas visits, before — how she had moved through this house with the warmth of a woman at the center of her life, managing the foundation and the family and the household with the same efficient care, always in motion, always organizing something, the kitchen fragrant with whatever she was making and the table always set for more people than expected because that was how Yuna operated, with abundance as a baseline. The woman in the chair by the window was still Yuna — still warm, still interested, still present in the way that mattered — but she was quieter now in a way that was not peace. She had always been still between tasks. She was still now in a way that suggested the tasks had become harder to locate.
The smile faded gradually as the children conversation exhausted itself, and she looked at her tea. The quiet that followed was that of two people who had talked about everything that was easy and were now sitting with the thing that was hard, the elephant that was always in the room with them. It could be deferred but not avoided.
“Tell me something about him”, Hayden said. He said it gently, the way you said things to someone you were not sure had the capacity for the topic but who you also knew needed to be given the opportunity to have it. “Something I did not know.”
Yuna looked up at him. Something moved across her face, pain in company with nostalgia. She set her tea down and looked at the window for a moment. Then she said, “he was four years old the first time David took him skating”.
Hayden looked at her. She did not look back. She was looking at something distant that was not the window and was not the room. Her voice was the sound of someone who was somewhere far away.
“The rink in the neighborhood, she said. “A Saturday in January. David had decided Shane was going to learn to skate and when David decided something it was simply a matter of time and patience”. The corner of her mouth moved. “He had a great deal of patience, David. More than me in most things”.
“What happened?” Hayden asked. Carefully, the way you spoke to someone who was somewhere else and you did not want to startle back into the room too quickly.
“He fell”, Yuna said. “Constantly. The rental skates were too stiff — David didn't know that at the time, he hadn't skated as a child — and Shane kept going down. Every few steps. Down on his hands and knees and then back up”. She paused. “David told me that evening that what bothered him was not falling but getting up. He said Shane fell ten times in that first hour and got up ten times and never once — not once — cried or asked to stop or looked at David as though David had done something wrong by bringing him there”. She looked at her tea. “He said he kept waiting for Shane to have enough. Children have enough. They reach a point and they've had enough and they want to go home. Shane never reached it. He just kept getting up.”
“How long did they stay”, Hayden said.
“The whole afternoon”, Yuna said. “Three hours. David said by the end Shane was making it across the rink without falling, not gracefully, not quickly, but without falling”. She was quiet for a moment. “David came home, sat down at the kitchen table, and he looked at me and he said — Yuna, I think this boy is going to do something extraordinary. I think he has something in him”. She stopped. Her voice was steady and her face was the face of a woman holding something precious and fragile simultaneously. “I said I know, David. I've known since he was born. And David said — no, I mean something different. I mean he has the thing that makes people extraordinary. Not the talent, but the perseverance".
Hayden looked at her. She was still not quite in the room, still somewhere back in that January, and he did not say anything.
“I always thought”, Yuna said, “that what we saw that day was the whole of Shane, really. Everything that came after — the talent, the hockey, the foundation, all of it — was just that same four-year-old getting up off the ice. The same perseverance. He never lost it”. She paused. “He never asked to go home”.
Hayden looked at her. He looked at her face, at the mug in her hands, and the window behind her with the December street grey outside it. He thought about Shane at four years old getting up god knows how many times without asking to go home, and he thought about Shane at twenty-nine getting up from ten years of everything they had asked of him and never once, as far as Hayden had ever been able to see, asking to go home, and the parallel moved through him with a force that he was not prepared for.
Hayden kept his face steady. He kept his breathing even. He was very practiced at this by now — the management of his own responses in the presence of Yuna and David, the burial of what he was feeling to make room for what they needed, which was someone present, functional, and not falling apart in their front room.
Yuna looked up from the tea to out the window, and the careful expression he had maintained began to feel, in the silence after her words, increasingly insufficient.
“We are lucky to have Ilya”, she said. She said it simply and without particular emphasis, the way you stated a fact that required no elaboration, looking out the window as she said it quietly but full of sentiment. “He is here. He coming here. Shane would,” she stopped. The pause was brief and controlled, a single moment of fracture showing. Then: “Shane would have been glad of it”.
Hayden said “yes”. He said it in the voice he had, the voice that was steady and warm and gave nothing of what was currently happening in him away. Yuna looked back at him with the expression that saw through walls, patient and unconvinced. Then she looked back at the window.
He stayed another hour. He helped her with the dishes from lunch that were still in the sink, standing beside her at the counter with a dish towel while she washed, and they talked about the foundation — a camp registration that would open for the summer, a grant renewal she was working on, the logistical detail of her ongoing professional life that coexisted with everything else, because it had to, because the world did not pause its requirements for grief. When the dishes were done she walked him to the door and stood in the doorway while he put his coat on, and he turned to say goodbye and she reached out and touched his arm, briefly and gently, the same gesture he had seen her make toward Ilya at the dinner table years ago.
“Drive safely”, she said.
“Always”, Hayden said. And then, because he needed to say something true and honest: “I’ll be back next week”.
She nodded once. She closed the door. He walked to his car.
Hayden got in and closed the door. He sat in the driver’s seat and did not start the engine.
The street outside was quiet and grey, the December afternoon already beginning to darken at the edges, the flat sourceless light of an overcast winter day that had never really brightened and was now declining back into dark. The Hollander house was behind him, its lit windows visible in the rearview mirror, and he sat in the car and looked at his hands on the steering wheel and felt his emotions, which he had held through the visit with the force of necessity, come apart.
He did not cry immediately. There was a moment first — a long moment of sitting in the car in the grey December light with the pressure of the last two hours moving through him, reorganizing itself now that it no longer had to be contained — and then the emotion that had been building since Yuna talked about young Shane falling and getting up, every time, without crying arrived at its full weight. Hayden pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes, breathed and felt the grief move through him, not clean or cathartic, but messily and without resolution, the grief with no closure and therefore could not grieve it properly, could not locate the loss in time and space or hold a ceremony for it.
He thought about Shane at four years old getting up in the neighborhood rink. He thought about Shane at thirty in Hayden’s living room with Amber in his lap and the warmth in the dark eyes, that expression Hayden had seen, had not understood and had let pass because Shane was allowed to be tired, because Shane was allowed to be going through a difficult time, because the alternative interpretation had not yet been available to him.
He picked up his phone and called Jackie.
She answered immediately, gentle and attentive, as if she was waiting for his call. “Hey”, she said. “How was it?”
He tried to answer and found that the answer was not available in words yet, that what came out instead was a sound but no speech, and Jackie said okay in the voice she used when words were not what was needed, quiet and steady and entirely present. Hayden sat in his car outside the Hollander house with his hand over his eyes and fell apart for a while with Jackie on the phone saying nothing, just there, just breathing, just the sound of her on the other end of the line being the person she was, which was the person he needed.
When it had moved through him sufficiently he sat up, wiped his face, and looked at the steering wheel. “She talked about him”, he said. “As a little boy. Learning to skate”.
“Oh, Hayden”, Jackie said.
“She said he fell ten times in the first hour and got up every time without crying”. He stopped. His voice was not entirely steady. “And then she said they were lucky to have Ilya. Just — like that. Like it was a fact. Which it is. It is a fact”. He stopped again.
Jackie was quiet for a moment. Then she asked, “how is she?”
“She’s”, he searched for the honest word and found it, “diminishing. Slowly. You can see it each time”.
Jackie made a sound that was elemental but contained all the meaning, the sound of a person absorbing something difficult and shouldering it alongside the husband loved. “And Ilya”, she said.
“Was there before me. Will be there after”. Hayden looked at the rearview mirror at the lit windows of the house. “His handwriting is on the counter. His food is in the fridge. There’s a note about a doctor’s appointment he arranged for her”. He paused. “ten years I watched that man make Shane’s life harder. I stood across him in ice rinks and sat across from him at the foundation dinners. I was civil because Shane needed me to be civil and I never, “ he stopped. “I never thought”.
“You wouldn’t have known”, Jackie said.
“I know. But I still”, he didn’t finish the sentence because the end of it was too large for the car, the end of it was everything he had revised about Ilya Rozanov in the year since January, the understanding that had been building visit by visit and could not now be undone.
He sat with it for a moment. Then he said, “I keep thinking November last year. The car accident”. He did not need to specify whose car accident — Jackie knew, had been part of the conversation he had been having with himself for months, the timeline he kept returning to. “Shane was there in twenty minutes. And afterward — the constant calling, the constant checking. Is everyone okay. Are the kids okay. Does everything feel normal?”
“You’ve said”, Jackie said carefully.
“I know I’ve said. I keep saying it because I can’t — I can’t get past it. There’s something there. I can feel it.” He looked at his hands on the steering wheel. “He was trying to tell me something. Before he disappeared. I don’t know what it was but he was trying and I didn’t.”
“You couldn’t have known”, Jackie said again, gently and firmly, the tone she used when she was consoling one of her children.
“Maybe”, Hayden said. He did not believe it yet, the maybe, but he held it because Jackie had offered it. Jackie was usually right and because the alternative — that he had been in possession of something that could have helped and had not recognized it — was a weight he was not equipped to carry on top of everything else.
The street outside the car was fully dark now, the December evening come down while he had been sitting here, the streetlights on and the Hollander house windows warm behind him. He should drive. He had two hours and the road would be worse in the dark.
“I keep thinking”, he said, and stopped, and tried again. “He was so careful. About protecting people. That was always — you know how he was about that. About making sure everyone was okay before he let himself not be okay”. He stopped again. The shape that had been assembling itself in his mind across months of returning to the timeline was still not complete, still missing something he could not identify, a piece that would make the rest of it cohere into something he could bring to the RCMP with any confidence. “There’s a shape to it”, he said. “I can feel the shape of it. I just can’t grasp it yet”.
Jackie was quiet for a moment. He could hear her in the kitchen, the small sounds of the evening routine — the kids’ dinner, the familiar background noise of his house. “Come home”, she said finally. Not as an instruction, as an invitation. “Drive safe and come home”.
“Yeah”, he said. “Okay”.
He sat for another moment after he hung up, in the dark and the quiet car. He looked at the rearview mirror one more time at the lit windows of the Hollander house. Yuna was in there, probably back in her chair by the window, looking at the dark street. Ilya would come tomorrow or the day after, would let himself in, stock the fridge, sit with her in the front room, and drive back to his Westboro house in the dark. The same Westboro house he had bought in 2018 to be two hours closer to Shane, the house that was waiting for something that may never come.
Hayden started the car. He pulled out of the spot and drove east through the dark Ottawa streets toward the highway, and the shape that he could feel but not yet grasp moved through his mind, assembling and dispersing, the car accident and the calls, Shane’s face on the thirtieth with Amber in his lap and the grief in his brown eyes. Hayden drove and turned it over and over but still could not yet see what it was and told himself there would be a moment when he could, that the puzzle would complete itself, that the piece he was missing would present itself when he least expected it.
He drove west through the dark and the highway opened up ahead of him, flat and long and going home. Montreal was two hours away and the shape was still just out of reach.


  
  

  
    Chapter 9

    

          Chapter 9: Chapter 9


Yes. We are at 18 months since Shane’s disappearance and no one is handling it well. Thank you for the comments and kudos. Hope you enjoy the new chapter.




 
  The NHL Awards were held in Las Vegas in June, which was where they were held every year, the league having decided at some point that the annual ceremony required the backdrop of a city built entirely on spectacle. Ilya had attended before without finding anything remarkable about the choice. This year the ceremony had been restructured to include a tribute to Shane Hollander, eighteen months after his disappearance, the league having arrived at the point where the situation required formal acknowledgment, not because the moment was right, because there was no right moment, but because the passage of time had made the absence of acknowledgment more conspicuous than acknowledgment itself.


Ilya flew to Las Vegas with David and Yuna. He had arranged the flights, the hotel, and the car that met them at the airport. It had been the arrangement that encompassed the logistics of their lives now, and David had accepted this like he accepted everything Ilya did for them. David understood that the effort was not out of obligation but out of love. David loved Ilya back in the simple and total way he had loved him since the summer of 2017 when Shane had brought him to their cottage and Yuna had set a place for him at the table without being asked.


The hotel was vast and blindingly luminous, every surface calibrated to produce disorientation, the sense of a place that had opted out of ordinary time and light and was operating on its own system entirely. Ilya moved through with David and Yuna and felt it to be almost unreal — this city, this brightness, this occasion — pressed against the somber tone of the ceremony, which was the league formally marking the absence of the best player of their generations. The combination produced a dissonance he managed by focusing on the immediate: where they were going and how to get there and whether Yuna had eaten enough at dinner, the small continuous vigilance over their wellbeing that had become the organizing principle of Ilya’s days.


The ceremony was held in a ballroom arranged with the aesthetics of institutional solemnity — round tables with white linens, a stage at the front with a podium and a screen, the whole apparatus of a formal tribute deployed with the competence of an organization that knew how these things were supposed to look. The room filled with players, executives, media and the various legends of the hockey world. Ilya sat in the front row between David and Yuna. He looked at the stage, held Yuna’s hand and concentrated on the pressure of her hand in his. That was the composure he was going to need for the next two hours and the speech he had prepared and revised and prepared again.


The tribute opened with a video — footage of Shane across ten years of his career, the goals and the championships and the press conferences, the public Shane moving through the public record with the composure and precision that had always characterized everything he did. The room watched in silence. Ilya watched the screen, kept his face still. He held Yuna’s hand and kept himself at the management distance, the distance from which things could be processed without undoing the composure that the next two hours required. He did not let himself be inside the footage. He watched it the way you watched something through glass.
Former teammates spoke. Coaches spoke. The commissioner spoke with the practiced sincerity of a man who had given many speeches and knew how to make them land. Hayden had been asked to speak and had declined, had called Ilya the week before to tell him. Ilya had said he understood, because he did — Hayden’s grief was not for a Las Vegas ballroom, was not for a podium, a microphone and a room full of people who knew the public Shane and but the private one. Hayden’s voice when he called to decline had said everything about what the invitation had cost him to turn down, but the acceptance would have cost him more.


When it was Ilya’s turn he went to the podium and looked at the room and spoke.
He spoke about the Irina Foundation — its origins, the camps and the mental health programming, the reach it had built across four years, the number of young players it had touched and the families it had helped, the infrastructure Yuna had built from the inside with the fierce dedication that had made it something real. He spoke about Shane’s belief that hockey could save lives, that the game could reach people that nothing else could reach, the belief that had made the foundation possible, that the foundation would continue to honor. He said all of it clearly and without breaking. At conclusion, he thanked the league and returned to his seat.


He held Yuna’s hand through the rest of the ceremony. At the end David gripped his arm briefly. Ilya put his hand over David’s and they sat for a moment in the emptying room. Ilya looked at the screen where Shane’s face had been and kept himself together and thought about nothing. Later David said they should go. Ilya stood, helped Yuna up and guided them both through the room toward the exit.


The journalist was outside in the corridor between the ballroom and the lobby, a woman with a recorder and the energy of a predator who had identified a target and positioned herself accordingly. She fell into step beside Ilya as he walked, said his name, said she had a few questions. Ilya kept walking. She asked about the foundation and Ilya kept walking. Then she said — and her voice was carefully modulated, someone who was prepared, “Ilya, you and Shane were rivals for your entire careers. But tonight you’re here with his parents, you seem very close to them. Can you speak to what your relationship with Shane actually was?”


Ilya walked past her and did not break stride. He did not turn and did not acknowledge that the question had been asked or that the corridor contained anyone other than David and Yuna ahead of him. Eventually, she stopped following him at the lobby doors because there was nothing else to do.


He got David and Yuna into a cab, closed the door and stood on the pavement for a moment in the Las Vegas night, warm and loud and entirely indifferent to the evening that had just occurred, the city continuously showing off its spectacle around him. He stood in it and felt the composure begin its slow dissolution. What lay underneath was always Shane, the past eighteen months of grief, the voicemail recording that was waiting for him tonight.


He got in the cab.


Ilya flew back to Ottawa the next morning with David and Yuna, saw them home, drove to his Westboro house. He sat at his kitchen table, looked at the wall and felt the artificial emptiness from the ceremony still sitting in him, the footage, the room, the journalist’s question and Yuna’s hand in his. The June evening outside his kitchen window was long and warm, the Ottawa light staying late the way the summer days stretched long, and he sat in the kitchen until the light finally went and the house was dark around him. Then he got up and got in his car and drove to the cemetery.


It was past two in the morning when he got there. He had not planned the hour — had simply driven when the silence in his house became unsustainable, and the drive had taken him here, to the quiet section of the grounds where the Hollanders had placed Shane’s memorial stone in the fall of 2021. It wasn’t a gravestone. They had made that absolutely clear, but a physical object that they could talk to when they needed to talk to their only son. A place for people who care for Shane to gather. The cemetery was still at this hour, the warmth and humidity of June night around him, the city’s sound reduced to something barely audible beyond the fences. He walked across the grass to the stone, stood in front of it, looked at Shane’s name cut into the granite, and felt the eighteen months arranged behind him like the bones of something enormous.


Ilya sat down on the ground in front of the stone, the grass cool and damp through his trousers, and looked at Shane’s name. He didn’t speak for a while, just sat in the stillness and let the surreality of the cemetery night engulf him.


Then he began to talk. His voice was low and level at first, the voice of a man who had composed himself sufficiently for speech and was not yet sure how far the composure would hold. He looked at Shane's name and said:
“I was wrong about the break”. The words came out steady, measured, the plainness of them carrying the weight rather than the volume.
“I read the pause wrong. You paused before you said you would choose me and I made it mean hesitation. It was not hesitation. I know that now. I knew it, I think, before the door closed, and I did not do anything with that knowledge because I was too far inside my own hurt to see past it”. He stopped. He looked at the stone. “I am sorry for that. I am sorry for the break, for the space I asked for and for allowing you to close that door.”
His voice fractured on the last word and he stopped and breathed through it and continued.
“I should have said it back”.
His voice was rougher now, the steadiness beginning to give at the edges.
“You said I love you at the door. I stood there, said nothing, and let you drive away into whatever you drove into, without — without hearing it back. Without knowing”. He stopped. His jaw was tight. “The words were in me. They were always in me, they are in me right now, and what stopped them was pride and hurt and I was so —”
His voice broke fully, went hoarse and low and he pressed on through it.
“I was so tired, Shane. I was tired of the distance and the secrecy. I took that tiredness out on the wrong thing and I let you leave without saying it. I have not — I have not stopped being sorry for that. Not for one day in this last eighteen months”.
He looked at the stone. Shane's name. The dates beneath it, the line from the foundation document that Yuna had chosen. He looked at all of it, felt gravity the eighteen months, the twelve years and let his voice be as broken as it was.
“I should always chosen you”.
His voice was barely above a whisper now, stripped of everything except the fact of it.
“Every time there was a choice I should have always chosen you. In our early years, every time I managed my desire and kept the distance and told myself it was necessary — I should have chosen you instead. You chose me”. He stopped. He pressed the back of his hand against his mouth for a moment, held it there, took it away. “You chose me in 2017 when you made a plan that would take ten years because that was what it took and you were willing to take it, and I-”
His voice gave out entirely. He sat in the silence, in the cemetery at two in the morning with his voice gone and his hands open in the damp grass. The stone waited, without judgment and without comfort. He found his voice again after a long break.
“I would have chosen you. I need you to know that. I would have chosen you every time, over hockey, over the contract, over Boston, over anything. You were always the first choice. You were always —”
Ilya stopped. He looked at Shane's name for a long time without speaking. The cemetery was very still around him. The June night was warm and above him the sky was moonless and starless. He sat in the grass and held the silence and let it be as large as it was.
When he spoke again his voice was very quiet and very steady after they had broken all the way through.
“I love you”, he said. “I have loved you since Saskatchewan. I will love you until there is nothing left of me to love you with. And I am sorry I did not say it at the door”. He paused. “I am sorry I did not say it a hundred times before I lost the chance to. I am sorry for every time I could have said it and chose silence instead”. A longer pause. “I am sorry for every time I pushed you away when I could have simply — when I could have just said it. When it was right there and I let the fear be louder than the truth and I said nothing”.
He stopped. He looked at Shane's name.
“Come back”, he said.
His voice broke on those two words in a way it had not broken on anything else, the simplest words, the only words that actually mattered, and he said them into the warm June night and the stone did not answer.
“Please come back, he said. “I have so many things left to say”.
Ilya sat for a long time after. The night was very still around him. The stone stood solid in the dark and Shane was not here. Ilya sat with that and let it be as final as it felt and did not look away from it.


Eventually he stood. He brushed the grass from his trousers. He looked at Shane’s name one more time.


“I love you”, he said again, into the still June night. Then he turned and walked back through the dark cemetery to his car.


He drove back to his Westboro house through the empty Ottawa street, sat in the kitchen in the dark and picked up his phone. Four rings. The click of connection. And then Shane’s voice, exactly as it had always been, unhurried and warm with the trace of amusement that lived in it even in its most neutral register, the voice of a man who had no idea anyone would ever sit in a dark kitchen at three in the morning and listen to it as the last lifeline.


Hey, it’s Shane, leave a message.


Twelve seconds. The beep.


Ilya sat in the dark kitchen of his Westboro house, held the phone and said nothing, the way he said nothing every night he called since the fifth of January 2021, and listened to the silence after the beep. Then he ended the call, set the phone on the table and looked at the wall.




  
  

  
    Chapter 10

    

          Chapter 10: Chapter 10


TW/CW: possible suicide attempt. This chapter is the first MCD.




 
  The call came at 6:47 in the morning on a Thursday in October.
Ilya was awake — had been awake for an hour already, the way he was awake most mornings before his alarm, the habit of early rising so deeply embedded in him after sleep became a luxury he could no longer count on since that fateful January evening almost two years ago.
He was in the kitchen with coffee and the investigators’ most recent report, which he had been reading. Nowadays Ilya knew within the first paragraph whether they contained anything new, this one did not, and he was on his second round trying to find in it something that he hoped he had missed when his phone lit up on the table beside the report.
The number was a 613 area code he did not recognize. Ottawa, but not a number he had saved. He picked up.
“Is this Mr Ilya Rozanov?” A woman’s voice, measured and professional, carried underneath the careful neutrality of someone trained to deliver information without leading the recipient to its conclusion before they were ready.
“Yes”, he said.
“Mr. Rozanov”, my name is Dr. Patel, “I’m calling from the Ottawa General Hospital. You’re listed as an emergency contact for Yuna Hollander”.
He put the coffee down. “Yes”, he said again.
“Mrs. Hollander was brought in approximately forty minutes ago following a road accident. I need to let you know that her injuries were very severe”. A pause, brief and deliberate. “We were unable to stabilize her. Mrs. Hollander passed away at 6:41 this morning. I’m very sorry for your loss”.
Ilya sat at his kitchen table, looked at the wall and said nothing for a moment. The report was in front of him. The coffee was to his left. The kitchen was exactly as it had been thirty seconds ago but was also completely different.
“Mr. Rozanov”, Dr. Patel said. “Are you able to come in?”
“Yes”, he said. “I am coming”.
Ilya hung up. He sat for a moment longer, his hands flat on the table, and felt the information settle into him. It was too large for immediate processing. Yuna, 6:41, she didn't survive — the facts were simple and enormous. He sat at his kitchen table and felt them arrive in him one at a time, not all at once but in sequence, the mind allowing only what it could process to pass before next. Soon after the knowledge of what they meant was beginning to form, the knowledge of what the morning was going to require of him and what the day after that was going to require and all the days after that, assembling itself in the background of his subconsciousness.
Then he stood up, got his keys, his coat and left.
The hospital was twenty minutes from the Westboro house in morning traffic and Ilya drove it in fifteen like someone who had a destination that couldn’t wait. He parked his car, walked through the main entrance, found the admissions desk and gave his name. He was taken by a young nurse down a corridor that smelled of antiseptic and recycled air, a place where significant things happened continuously and the building had learned to absorb them.
Dr. Patel was waiting for him outside a family consultation room — a small woman in her forties with dark eyes and the composed face. Someone who had done this many times and had not become callous about it but had learned to hold it at the professional distance. She shook his hand, said she was sorry again. He thanked her, she opened the door to the consultation room and they sat down.
“Can you tell me what happened”, he asked.
“Mrs. Hollander’s vehicle left the road at approximately 5:50 this morning on Carling Avenue, near the Britannia area”. Dr. Patel folded her hands on the table. “She struck a concrete barrier. The impact was at significant speed”. She paused. “She was alone in the vehicle. She was brought in by ambulance and our trauma team worked on her for thirty-eight minutes”.
“What were her injuries?”, he said.
Dr. Patel looked at him steadily, as if assessing whether his mental state was strong enough to receive this information, then said: “She sustained a severe traumatic brain injury on impact — the kind that is not compatible with survival. She also had a fractured sternum, multiple rib fractures on both sides, a collapsed left lung, and internal hemorrhaging in the abdominal cavity. The brain injury alone was unsurvivable. The team worked to stabilize her but there was no neurological activity from the time she arrived”. She paused. “She would not have been conscious. She would not have been in pain”.
Ilya looked at his hands on the table and absorbed each item. He said nothing.
“Is there anything else you need from me right now”, Dr. Patel said when she had finished. “Someone you need us to call, arrangements you need assistance with?”
“Her husband”, Ilya said. “David Hollander. He does not know yet”. He looked up at her. “I need to tell him myself. He should not hear this from a stranger”.
Dr. Patel looked at him for a moment with an expression that was not professional neutrality but something more human, a recognition of the weight of what he had just said. “Of course”, she said. Take whatever time you need. Is there anything we can do for you before you go?”
“No”, he said. “Thank you”.
Ilya stood up. He shook her hand again. He walked back down the corridor and through the main entrance and out into the October morning, which was grey with the hints of mid-autumn chill. The city is going about its ordinary morning around the hospital, people in coats moving through the car park with coffee cups, in scrubs and the preoccupied forward momentum of people who were going somewhere. Ilya stood on the pavement outside the hospital entrance and could not, for a long moment, make himself move.
He sat down on a bench near the entrance, in the Ottawa autumn chill and looked at the car park. He felt the thirty-eight minutes settle into him. Thirty-eight minutes that the trauma team had worked and that had not been enough, and thought about Yuna.
He thought about the last time he had seen her smile. Not the careful smile she wore for his or David’s benefit, the smile that was love and composure in equal measure, the smile of a woman who understood that her husband and Ilya needed to see her surviving and she managed to survive. The last real smile had been the two Christmas ago — Shane’s last Christmas before, before everything, the Hollander house full and warm, Yuna moving between the kitchen and the table joyfully, a woman entirely in her element, and at some point in the evening she had looked across the room at Ilya and Shane sitting together on the sofa, close in the way they were careful not to be in public, and she had smiled at the sight of them with the full warmth she had always had, the smile that reached her dark eyes. The dark eyes Shane inherited. Ilya had caught the smile, held it privately and said nothing. Shane had not seen it, had been looking at the television, and it had been a moment that belonged only to Ilya and Yuna, a moment of acknowledgement without words.
That had been the last one. He had not known it at the time.
A uniformed officer appeared at the hospital entrance. He looked around the car park and saw Ilya on the bench and walked over. He was young, perhaps twenty-five, with a serious but a slightly awkward face.
“Mr. Rozanov”? He asked.
“Yes”.
The officer sat down on the bench beside him, to be at the same level. “I’m officer Marsh”, he said. “I attended the scene this morning. I understand you’ve been notified about Mrs. Hollander”.
“Yes”.
“I wanted to speak with you directly, if that’s all right. As her emergency contact”. He paused. “I also need to ask — do you know if Mrs. Hollander had any reason to be on Carling Avenue at that hour this morning? Was she in the habit of early drives?”
“No”, Ilya said. “She was not”.
Officer Marsh nodded slowly. He looked at his notebook and then looked up. “The road conditions this morning were good. Dry surface, clear visibility. No frost. The section of road where the accident occurred is straight for approximately four hundred meters in each direction”. He paused, and the pause carried the load of what he was not yet saying directly. “There were no skid marks at the scene”.
Ilya looked at the car park. A woman was loading luggage into the boot of a car three rows away, her breath visible in the cool air.
“You are telling me”, Ilya said, “that she did not try to stop”.
Officer Marsh was quiet for a moment. “I’m telling you there were no skid marks”, he said carefully. “We’ll be conducting a full investigation. Nothing has been determined at this stage”. He looked at Ilya directly. “But I wanted you to have the full picture. As her emergency contact, and as someone who clearly knew her well”.
Ilya looked at the car park and did not speak. He had known. He had known for months in the way you knew things you could not prove and could not say and could only carry — that Yuna was going somewhere the window took her and that the window had a direction, that the woman who had managed the foundation with fierce efficiency, who had set a place at her table for Ilya without being asked and who had told David they were lucky to have him here had been, for twenty-two months, in the process of deciding something that nobody around her had been able to interrupt. He had tried. David had tried. And yet here he was on a bench outside the Ottawa General Hospital at seven in the morning in October with Officer Marsh telling him that there were no skid marks, the road had been straight, and the conditions had been clear.
“Thank you”, Ilya said. “For telling me directly”.
“I’m sorry for your loss”, Officer Marsh said, stood, and walked back toward the hospital entrance.
Ilya sat on the bench and felt the heaviness of what he understood set in him like a stone, alongside everything else he was carrying.Then he took out his phone and called Hayden.
Hayden answered on the second ring, his voice carrying the roughness of a morning in a household with four kids that had arrived too quickly. “Ilya”, he said, because Ilya almost never called him and the fact of the call at this hour said something before any words did.
“Yuna”, Ilya said. He had not planned how to say it so he used the words that were immediately available to him. “She was in a road accident this morning. She did not survive”.
The silence on Hayden’s end was the silence when he absorbed a blow. Ilya heard it and waited.
“When?” Hayden said.
“6:41. The hospital called me. I am here now”.
“David —”
“He does not know. I have not told him yet. I could not,” Ilya stopped. He pressed his hand against his mouth for a moment, and took it away. “I need someone with me when I tell him. I cannot do it alone”.
There was no hesitation on Hayden’s end, not a fraction of a second. “I’m leaving now”, Hayden said. “Two hours. Wait for me”.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
“Ilya”. Hayden’s voice was different the second time he said Ilya’s name, lower and stripped raw. “I’m sorry”.
Ilya looked at the car park. The woman with the luggage was gone. “Yes”, he said. “Drive carefully”.
He hung up. He sat on the bench in the autumn chill and waited.
Hayden arrived in just under two hours, pulling into the hospital car park at ten minutes past nine, and Ilya stood up from the bench and watched him cross the car park and felt, at the sight of him, something release slightly. Hayden's face when he reached Ilya showed that he had driven two hours with something unbearable sitting in the passenger seat and had arrived still carrying it, visibly. The grief and shock were present in the lines around his eyes, the set of his mouth, and the way he looked at Ilya when he crossed the car park. He was profoundly relieved to no longer be alone with it. Ilya looked at him and thought that they had come a long way from the parking garage in Shane’s building in January 2021, from the two hours of moving through the condo together with the wary acknowledgment of two people who had never found ease with each other, to this car park, to this morning, to Hayden crossing toward him and Ilya relieved to see him.
“How are you?” Hayden said when he reached him, and then shook his head before Ilya could answer, because it was a stupid question. He knew it and had asked it anyway because sometimes the inadequate question was the only available one.
“We need to go to David”, Ilya said.
“Yes”, Hayden said. “Okay”.
David’s face when he opened the door looked like someone who already knew, a darkness foreboding before a single word was uttered. He looked at Ilya, then at Hayden and something in his expression shifted. The disappearance of resistance to what he had already suspected from the two of them standing on his doorstep at nine thirty in the morning.
“Come in”, he coughed. His voice was hoarse but very solemn.
They went in. They sat in the living room — David in his chair, Ilya on the sofa across from him, Hayden beside Ilya — and the air in the room was thick. David looked at Ilya and did not say anything. Ilya looked back at him and understood that David already knew what was coming. David was sitting in his chair with his hands on the arms of the chair and decided to receive whatever came with as much composure as he could gather.
“She left this morning”, David said, before Ilya could speak. His voice was very quiet and very controlled. “Early, before I was awake. I heard the car. I,” he stopped. His hands tightened on the arms of the chair. “I knew something was wrong. I lay there and I knew and I didn’t —” he stopped again.
“David”, Ilya said.
David looked at him. His eyes were asking the question his voice had not formed yet. Ilya held his gaze and said, as plainly and as gently as he could, “she was in an accident this morning. On Carling Avenue. The hospital called me”. He paused. He did not look away from David’s face. “She did not make it, David. She passed away at 6:41am this morning. I am so sorry”.
The room absorbed the words and was silent. David sat in his chair, looked at Ilya and said nothing for a long moment. What moved across his face in that moment was many emotions in succession, grief and disbelief and something that signaled closure. Ilya sat with him, did not move and did not look away.
Then David said, very quietly, “did she do it on purpose?”
The room was so still that Ilya could hear his own heart beat. He looked at David, at the face that had become over the past two years one of the most beloved faces in his life, the face of a man who had loved him like a son and deserved the truth but could not, Ilya understood with complete and immediate certainty, survive the truth this morning. Not today. Not like this.
“The police are still investigating”, Ilya said. He held David’s gaze and kept his voice steady, even, and entirely without waver. “They do not know yet what happened. The road was clear and dry. It may have been — she may have been tired. She may not have been paying attention”. He paused. “We do not know yet, David”.
David looked at him for a while. Ilya held the gaze, did not move and did not look away. He gave David the steadiest version of himself he had, which cost him considerably and but he still gave without reservation, because David had needed it at that moment.
Something in David’s face accepted the answer, not with belief but accepted the ambiguity for a moment longer. He nodded once, slowly.
“She loved you”, David said. “You know that”.
“I know”, Ilya said.
“She told me once — after Shane —”, David stopped. His jaw worked. “She said at least we have Ilya. She said it just like that. At least we have Ilya”. He looked at his hands. “I want you to know she said that.”
Ilya looked at the floor between his feet, felt the words arrive and held them but said nothing for a moment. Beside him Hayden had tears streaming down his face.
“Thank you”, Ilya said finally. “For telling me”.
David nodded again. And then something in his face broke, quietly and completely, and he tumbled forward out of the chair. Ilya was on his feet before David reached the floor, had crossed the space between them and caught him, had his arms around him and David’s weight against him, this man who had aged twenty years in twenty-two months, who now pressed his face into Ilya’s shoulder and made a sound that Ilya had never heard from him, a sound mixed with hacking coughs that were old and broken and entirely private, the sound of a grief that had nowhere left to go.
Ilya held him. He held him with everything he had, both arms, his cheek against David’s hair, and felt David shake against him, felt the sound move through him, and did not say anything. The physical support was the only true response. Hayden was there too, had come around from the sofa and put his arms around both of them, the three of them standing in the middle of the Hollander living room in a configuration that none of them had expected to ever be in, but nevertheless was exactly right on this October morning.
They stood like that for a long time.
Hayden made calls. Ilya did not know exactly who Hayden called or what he said but he heard Hayden’s voice from the hallway, low and controlled, trying to manage logistics under duress, and was grateful for it. He sat with David, who had moved from the floor to the sofa and was now simply physically present but mind was elsewhere. His hands were on his knees and his eyes somewhere else entirely, in the past Ilya suspected, in some version of this room that still contained Yuna, probably still contained Shane. Ilya sat beside him. He did not speak and did not leave.
At some point Hayden appeared in the doorway and looked at Ilya with an expression that said come here, and Ilya looked at David — eyes closed, breathing slow and exhausted, at the outer limit of what a day could ask of him — and stood carefully and went to the doorway.
Hayden drew him into the hallway, away from the living room door, and they stood in the narrow space between the coat hooks and the staircase and looked at each other.
He could see it on Hayden’s face — everything he had been holding since the drive from Montreal, the two hours with the news in the car and nowhere to put it, the car park, the living room, David’s sound against Ilya’s shoulder, all of it accumulated and present and no longer containable. Hayden’s eyes were red at the edges and his jaw was set in the way of someone who had been holding something by force of will for several hours and was running out of steam.
Ilya looked at him and felt his own chest do the same thing — felt it give, the way it had given in Shane’s condo with the hoodie, the way it gave when the occasion requiring it had passed and there was nobody left to hold it together for.
Hayden made a sound that was not quite a word and Ilya stepped forward and put his arms around him. Hayden gripped the back of Ilya’s jacket with both hands and pressed his forehead against his shoulder, and they stood in the Hollander hallway and held each other and cried.
They did not speak. There was nothing to say that the embrace did not already show — two people who had never been close, who had circled each other for eleven years with the friction of opposite poles, standing in the hallway of the house where Shane had grown up and holding each other in the grief that they had both been carrying since January 2021 and had never been able to put down. They cried without trying to stop and without trying to be quiet in the hallway of the Hollander house that had the happiness of thirty years within its walls.
Hayden pulled back first. He pressed the back of his hand against his eyes and looked at the ceiling for a moment and then looked at Ilya. His face was open in a way Ilya had not seen before, stripped of the wariness and the history and the eleven years of opposite sides, just Hayden, grief-stricken and exhausted and present.
“She loved you like a son”, Hayden said. His voice was rough and low. “You know that. From the moment Shane brought you home she loved you like you were hers”. He stopped. His throat moved. “And she was grateful — she told me once, last year, that she was grateful every day that you were here. That you stayed. That you loved Shane the way you did and that you took care of them the way you have”. He looked at Ilya directly, steadily, and with full force. “She knew what it cost you. Being here, doing all of this, without anyone knowing why. She knew, she was grateful, and she loved you for it.”
Ilya looked at the wall. He felt the words that were too big for his chest landing there with impact. His throat was tight, his eyes were burning. He stood in the Hollander hallway and let Hayden’s words settle into his chest like a precious gift that he would cherish for the rest of his living days. He said after a moment, quietly, “I know. I know she did.”
They stood in the hallway listening to David’s slow even breath on the sofa. Outside the October morning continued its grey chilly progress toward afternoon, and the coat hooks beside them held David’s coat and Shane’s old team jacket that nobody had moved. Ilya stood in the hallway and felt the full load of the morning — what he was carrying, what he understood, what he had said to David that was not the whole truth. He had not told David about the absence of skid marks. He did not know if that had been the right choice and suspected he would not know for a long time. What he had told David was that Yuna had loved him, that they had all had each other, that none of them had been alone in any of this. Those things were true. What Yuna possibly thought in her last moments were his to carry for now, because David had enough on his shoulders.
He thought about Shane. He thought about Shane not knowing, he did not know about his mother. That sat in Ilya somehow as its own cruelty, one of many that life was determined to throw at him in the last twenty-two months.
“We should go back to him”, Ilya said.
“Yes”, Hayden said.
They went back to the living room. David was still in the same position, eyes closed, hands on his knees. Ilya sat down beside him and Hayden sat in the chair across. The three of them were in the room together. Outside the grey light moved across the windows of the house, and the day continued, regardless of what happened and whose world fell apart.
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  They arranged the funeral together, Ilya and Hayden, in the compatible way they had learned over the past two years to do difficult things together, not with the ease of people who had chosen to, but like two people who understood somethings done together is better than for one to stomach alone. Hayden handled the Montreal side of things, the foundation board members, Voyageur’s management team, the various figures of the hockey world who needed to be notified and whose attendance needed to be coordinated. Ilya handled Ottawa — the funeral home, the church, the reception at the Hollander house afterward, the hundred small logistical decisions that death required and David was not in any condition to make. They spoke on the phone twice a day and texted in between. They met at the Hollander house three days before the service to go through the final details, and they sat at Yuna’s kitchen table with their notes and their phones and worked through the list, two people who had found, over the past two years, an unlikely and unspoken fluency in collaboration.
David sat with them for part of it, contributing what he could — the names of Yuna’s friends he wanted to invite personally, the flowers she had preferred, the hymn she had sung in the kitchen when she thought nobody was listening, a detail he offered quietly and without elaboration that Ilya wrote down and did not comment on and did not forget. Then David’s energy ran out, and he went to his chair in the living room, and Ilya and Hayden continued at the table without him.
“The foundation board wants to say something”, Hayden said, looking at his phone. “The chair, specifically”.
“Fine”, Ilya replied. “Keep it brief. Three minutes”.
“Agreed”. Hayden made a note. He looked up. “Are you going to be all right with the eulogy?”
Ilya looked at his list. “Yes.”
Hayden looked at him for a moment with an unconvinced expression but accept the answer. “Okay”, he said, and looked back at his phone.
The church was full.
Ilya had expected this and had planned accordingly — confirmed that the overflow seating was prepared, ensured the sound system would carry to the back of the nave and into the side room where the late arrivals would have to stand. He stood at the entrance as people came in, directed, managed and greeted with composed efficiency. He did not allow himself to look too long at any single face because looking too long at faces required a resource he was saving for the eulogy.
He sat in the front row between David and Hayden. Jackie sat beside Hayden with the children — Ruby and Jade solemn and wide-eyed in their dark clothes, Arthur pressing close against his father’s side, Amber in Jackie’s lap with her thumb in her mouth and her eyes moving around the church with the uncomprehending alertness of a child who felt the weight of the occasion without understanding its content. Ilya looked at Amber and thought about the last time he and Shane had been at Hayden’s house together, two summers before that Boxing Day. Amber had been barely a year old then and had fixated on Shane like he was the most interesting adult in the room, and Shane had carried her through most of dinner with ease. At some point Ilya had looked across the table at them and had a vision of Shane holding their own daughter years in the future.
He looked away from Amber and looked at the altar and kept the composure where it needed to be.
The nave filled, the organ began, and the service moved through schedule — the hymns, the readings, and the formal language that the church had developed over centuries for exactly this purpose, the purpose of gathering people for closure. Ilya moved through it with his eyes forward, his hands in his lap and David’s arm against his on the pew.
When it was time for the eulogy he stood, walked to the front of the church and looked at the room.
He had written it and revised it and written it again, working on it at his kitchen table in the evenings after the day’s arrangements were done, finding the right words with the same methodical attention he brought to everything. He needed to do this correctly, to give Yuna what she deserved in the public language available to him. He looked at the room and spoke.
“Yuna Hollander”, he said, and his voice was clear, even and carried to the back of the church, “was the kind of person who made every room she entered more organized, more purposeful, and considerably better fed.”
A sound moved through the congregation, a mix of laughter and tears. People recognizing the person being described.
“I first met Yuna in the summer of 2017, when I came to Ottawa for Irina Foundation. She opened the door and said come in as though she had been expecting me. I have thought about that a great deal in the years since. The ease she was able to warm up to people.” He paused. “That was Yuna. She decided whether you belonged, and if she decided you did, that was the end of the matter.”
He looked at David in the front row. David was looking at his hands, coughing intermittently.
“When Shane and I began discussing what would become the Irina Foundation, it was Yuna who made it real. Not in the way that receives credit in annual reports — not the visible, public-facing work, though she did that too, tirelessly and brilliantly — but in the way that organizations are actually built, which is through the daily, unglamorous, continuous labor of the person who actually cared deeply about the cause. She answered emails at eleven at night. She knew every staff member’s name and the names of their children. She drove to camp sessions in weather that would have kept anyone reasonable at home because there was a problem with the registration system and she had decided to fix it”. He stopped. “She ran our foundation the way she ran everything — with efficiency and a warmth that made the efficiency feel like kindness rather than pressure, which is a combination I have encountered in very few people and which I will spend the rest of my life trying to learn from.”
He looked at the room, felt his composure hold and continued.
“In the last two years of her life, Yuna Hollander faced something that would have broken most people and that she faced with a grace that I watched every week and still do not fully understand. She kept coming to the foundation meetings. She kept answering the emails. She kept making tea for whoever came through her door, asking about their children, their lives and giving the genuine impression that she was interested in the answer. She did this while carrying a grief that had no resolution and no end in sight, and she did it because it was what she had decided to do. Once Yuna decided something the matter was closed.” He paused. “I do not know how to account for that kind of courage. I only know that I was fortunate enough to witness it and it changed me.”
He looked at David one more time.
“She loved her husband and her son with everything she had. I watched her love David across five years of knowing them together — the way she tracked him across a room without appearing to, the way she always knew what he needed before he knew it himself, the way she would have done anything, absolutely anything, to protect him from pain, and spent the last two years of her life trying to shield him from the full weight of her own. I watched her love Shane across those same years in the way that mothers love sons who have become the people they always believed they would be — with a pride so complete it had no room for surprise, only for the continuous satisfaction of being proved right.” He stopped. “She would have walked through fire for both of them. She very nearly did.”
He stepped back from the podium. He walked back to the front pew and sat down. David reached over without looking at him and gripped his hand. Ilya held it, looked straight ahead and kept the composure exactly where it needed to be.
The reception at the Hollander house was the exhaustion of condolences — the continuous managed engagement with people who meant well and whose presence required response, the same phrases received and returned across two hours of standing in Yuna’s living room with a glass of something Ilya didn’t drink while the afternoon light moved across the walls, the house filled with voices, and then gradually emptied of them. Ilya moved through it as he moved through everything now — present, functional, giving each person what the moment required and reserving the rest for later.
By five o’clock only David, Hayden, Jackie and the children remained, the children distributed across, Ruby and Jade on the floor with their shoes off, Arthur asleep against the arm of the sofa, Amber in David’s lap with her thumb in her mouth and her eyes closing. David sat with her and looked at nothing. Ilya watched him for a moment from the doorway and made a decision.
Hayden was beside him in the doorway. Jackie had taken Ruby and Jade to the kitchen for something to eat. It was just Ilya and Hayden standing there looking at David with Amber in his lap, Arthur asleep, and the house settling into the quiet of late afternoon.
“Should we — ,” Hayden started.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
They went in and sat down, Ilya on the sofa near David’s chair and Hayden in the chair across, the pattern they had settled into so many times over the past two years that it had become its own kind of habit, its own wordless acknowledgment of who sat where in this found family.
David looked up when they sat. Amber stirred in his lap and then settled again, her breathing slow and even. He looked at Ilya, then at Hayden, and something in his face shifted into a slightly more present register, the effort visible but purposeful.
“She would have hated those flowers”, David said. “The ones from the league. She always said white lilies looked like a hotel lobby.”
Hayden made a sound that was almost a laugh. “She told me that once”, he said. “She said if anyone ever sent her white lilies she would assume they didn’t know her.”
“She was right”, David said. Something moved across his face — a brief warmth, the ghost of the man he had been two years ago, and then it was gone. He looked at Amber and stroked her hair with tenderness of a grandfather needing to do something with his hands.
Ilya looked at his hands. He had been holding what he wanted to say all day, through the arrangements, the church, the eulogy, and the reception, holding it the way he held things that were too important for the wrong moment, waiting for the right one. He looked at David in the fading afternoon light and understood that the right moment was now, that there was no better moment available, and that the words needed to be said.
“David”, he said. His voice was quiet and level. “I want to say something. About Yuna. Something I did not say in the church.”
David looked at him.
“From the first summer Shane brought me to your cottage,” Ilya said, “she treated me as though I belonged. Not as a guest, not even as Shane’s lover, boyfriend, the definitions we haven’t even figured out ourselves yet. But as a family automatically. Who had a place in this house and in this family. Who did not need to earn it or explain it or justify it.” He stopped. His throat was tight. “I had not had that since my mother died. I did not know I was missing it until Yuna gave it back to me.” He looked at David steadily. “She was the closest thing to a mother I have had in many years. And I need you to know that. I need you to know what she was to me, because she deserves to be known for it.”
The room was very still. Hayden was looking at the floor. David looked at Ilya and his eyes were full and his face holding itself together by force of will. The composure shattered, David put Amber down on the sofa and grabbed both of Ilya’s hands with force.
He did not say anything for a long time. He held Ilya’s hand, looked at him and the room was quiet around them, Amber breathing beside David, Arthur asleep against the sofa arm, the late afternoon light moving slowly across the walls.
“She knew how much you loved him”, David said finally. He was coughing with emotions and his voice was trembling. “And how much he loved you. From that first summer — she came to me that night, after you had gone, and she said David, those two boys are it for each other. She said it just like that. Those two boys are it for each other”. He paused. His jaw tightened, then released. “She was so glad of you. She was glad every day that Shane had you and that you had him and that you had all of us.” He looked at Ilya with eyes that were full and steady. “I was glad too. I always was.”
Ilya looked at David and felt the words land on the soft spot in his chest and held them carefully. David had just told him that Yuna had seen them — had seen Ilya and Shane clearly, from the very beginning, even before they saw it themselves, and had been glad of what she saw. Receiving that felt like grief and love arriving at the same moment from the same direction, impossible to separate, and he sat with both of them and did not try.
“Thank you”, Ilya said. It was insufficient but it was the only word he had.
David nodded. He held Ilya’s hand for a long time and did not let go. The room was quiet, and outside the afternoon became evening. The light in the house changed and nobody moved to turn on the lamps.
Jackie eventually took the children home, carrying Amber and steering Arthur and Ruby and Jade out. Hayden stayed. He and David sat in the living room and talked — about Yuna, about small things, about a memory David had of their first apartment in Ottawa when they were young and had nothing and had been, David said, completely happy in a way that you couldn’t understand while it was happening and only recognized afterward. Hayden listened and Ilya listened from the kitchen counter. He then went to the kitchen, ran the water, and started on the dishes.
The kitchen was full of the evidence of the day — the glasses and plates from the reception, the cups from the tea that had been made continuously for six hours, the serving dishes from the food the neighbors had brought. Ilya worked through it methodically, washing and rinsing and stacking, the hot water and the repetitive motion of it the closest thing to comfort that the evening had available.
He thought about Shane.
He thought about Shane oblivious — about Yuna’s chair by the window, the twenty-two months of the window, the October morning on Carling Avenue and the thirty-eight minutes and David’s sound against Ilya’s shoulder in this house. Shane knew none of it. Wherever Shane was, the news of his mother probably was not reaching him. Ilya stood at Yuna’s kitchen sink and breathed through this terrible feeling that he might have to live with until the end of his days.
He thought about what he had said to David. The closest thing to a mother he had had in years. It was the absolute truth and David must know. Now Yuna was gone, Shane was gone and David was here but for how much longer was a question that the October air had begun to carry in a way Ilya could feel but had not yet examined directly. He thought about the life he had built around the hope of a future that had been receding since Boxing Day — the Westboro house, the charity foundation, the key to Shane’s condo on his keyring, the voicemail he called every night — and thought about what it meant that Yuna was gone, what it meant to be the one that remained, what it cost to keep carrying and what it cost to stop, and found that he could not yet account for the arithmetic, that the numbers were too large and the variables too many for the kitchen at the end of this day.
He dried his hands on the dish towel and hung it on the handle of the oven door where Yuna had always kept it, exactly where she had always kept it, and stood in her kitchen looked at the room — the kettle on the counter, the mugs on the hooks, the small container of medication that was Ilya’s that had lived on the counter for months because this house had become, in all the ways that mattered, also his — and felt the gravity of what he had lost and what he was losing and what he was going to have to keep going through regardless.
He had lost Shane. He had lost Yuna. He was losing David, could feel the loss of David in the way David moved through his days now, slower and more effortful, the body communicating something the mind had not yet admitted. The life he had built and hoped for — the Westboro house, the future he had bought it for, the ten-year plan in the cottage in the summer of 2017 and all the years of distance and secrecy that had been leading somewhere — was gone, or was fading, or had been disappearing since the door closed on Boxing Day and the car moved east and the silence began. Now standing in Yuna’s kitchen at the end of the day she was buried, he allowed himself to think about this clearly and directly, allowed himself to see the full shape of what he was standing in, which was loss, which was the accumulated loss of everything he had loved most arranged around him like a landscape he had not chosen and could not leave.
He stood with it and did not look away.
Then he dried his hands again, though they were already dry, the repeat gesture of a man who needed one more moment, turned off the kitchen light and walked back into the living room.
David looked up when he came in. Hayden was still in the chair across, his eyes tired and his face exhausted, and the room was dim and quiet, the lamps not yet on, the evening light almost gone from the windows.
Ilya sat down beside David on the sofa. David looked at him for a moment, coughed, and then looked back at his hands. The room was silent around them. Outside the Ottawa evening settled into dark, and Ilya sat beside David. He did not move, did not speak, and stayed for the rest of the night.
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A lot of you have already guessed what would happen to David so this shouldn’t be a surprise. I do want to make a note regarding the happy ending tag. Different people will absolutely have different interpretations of what constitutes a happy ending. This story will not have a fairy tale ending. The characters are forever changed by their experiences. The trauma is real. The loss is real. The scar is real. But if characters can live with the scar and continue to have meaningful lives, I consider that a happy ending. So please please read the tags and AN of chapter one very carefully. Thank you all again for the comments and kudos. I hope you enjoy.




 
  The appointment had been Ilya's idea.
David had mentioned the cough in passing in the summer, the way he mentioned things he did not want examined — briefly, almost incidentally, folded into a conversation about something else so that it would not require a response. Ilya had heard it then, and said nothing at the time. However, when fall went into winter, the cough became persistent and deep, sometimes even making it difficult for David to carry out a conversation. Things got worse rapidly after Yuna’s funeral. One evening in December, Ilya had gone home and worried about it. He called David the next morning, said he had made an appointment with a doctor he trusted and David was going. David had said he didn't need to make a fuss, and Ilya had said he was not making a fuss. He was making an appointment, and there was a silence on the line and then David said fine.
The cough had been present for longer than summer. Ilya understood this in retrospect — the cough that had been there at NHL award ceremony in June, had been there through the fall, during Yuna’s funeral. It was present but David was always unremarkable about things concerning himself, a man who had spent his life attending to other people and had not developed the habit of attending to his own body with the same care. Ilya had noticed it and had not pursued it because there had been other things to pursue, because the fall had been the funeral, the aftermath of the funeral and the long slow work of keeping David's days functional, and the cough had been one item among many that he had registered and deferred and now wished he acted on faster.
The doctor was named Dr. Morrison, a colleague of Dr. Patel's who had an office in the medical building adjacent to the Ottawa General Hospital. He had agreed to see David at short notice as a professional courtesy that Ilya had requested through Dr. Patel with the directness he brought to requests he intended to have granted. Dr. Morrison was a tall, unhurried man in his fifties with the manner of someone who had delivered a great deal of difficult news over the course of a long career and had learned to do it without either softening it into meaninglessness or delivering it with a bluntness that passed for honesty but was actually a failure of care.
The first appointment produced a CT scan. The CT scan produced a second appointment, this one in a room with two chairs on the patient's side of the desk, which Ilya noted when they walked in and which told him something about what the appointment was going to contain before Dr. Morrison had said a word.
“Mr. Hollander, Dr. Morrison said, and looked at David with direct attention. “The CT results show a mass in your right lung. Based on its imaging, its size and position, and the lymph node involvement we can see, I believe we are looking at non-small cell lung cancer at an advanced stage.” He paused. “I want to be honest with you about what that means, and I also want to talk about what our options are. But first — do you have any questions about what I've just told you?”
David sat in his chair with his hands on his knees and looked at Dr. Morrison with the expression he had when he was receiving information he had already suspected and was now having confirmed, a man whose body had known something was wrong for a while but the brain kept on ignoring. “How advanced”, he asked.
“Stage four”, Dr. Morrison said. “The cancer has spread beyond the lung and the mediastinal lymph nodes. The imaging shows metastatic involvement in the liver and in the bone — two sites on the spine and one on the pelvis. We would do a biopsy to confirm and to identify the specific cell type, which guides treatment decisions, but the CT is clear enough that I want to give you an honest picture today rather than ask you to wait.”
The room was basked in silence. Ilya looked at the desk between them and the reports on it and the careful face of Dr. Morrison and asked, “what is the prognosis?”
Dr. Morrison looked at him steadily. “Stage four non-small cell lung cancer with bone and liver metastasis — without treatment, median survival is in the range of two to three months. With treatment, we can extend that. First-line chemotherapy combined with targeted therapy, if the biopsy identifies a targetable mutation, can achieve response rates that extend median survival to eight to twelve months in some patients. There are patients who do considerably better than the median. There are patients who do not respond to first-line treatment and for whom we move to second-line options.” He paused. “I want to be honest that at stage four, the goal of treatment is to extend life and manage symptoms as well as possible. We are not talking about remission.”
“What does treatment involve”, Ilya said.
“Depending on the biopsy results, we would likely start with a platinum-based chemotherapy regimen — carboplatin or cisplatin combined with a second agent. If the biopsy shows an EGFR mutation or ALK rearrangement, we would add a targeted therapy or potentially use it as the primary treatment, which tends to be better tolerated. Treatment cycles run three to four weeks, with imaging every two cycles to assess response. Side effects include fatigue, nausea, appetite loss, immune suppression, potential neuropathy, hair loss depending on the regimen. It is demanding treatment”. Dr. Morrison looked at David directly. “I want to be clear that treatment is a choice. It extends life in many cases, but it has real costs to quality of life, particularly in the early months.”
David had been looking at his hands through most of this. He looked up now at Dr. Morrison. “If I don't treat it”, he said, “what happens”.
“The cancer continues to progress”, Dr. Morrison said, carefully and without evasion. “Symptoms increase over time — breathing difficulty, pain from the bone involvement, fatigue. We would manage symptoms with palliative care and ensure you are comfortable. It would be a question of quality of the time rather than length.”
David nodded slowly, “I understand”, he said. “Thank you for being straight with me.”
“Of course”. Dr. Morrison looked at both of them. “I'd like to schedule the biopsy for next week if possible, to confirm the staging and guide treatment decisions. In the meantime, if you have questions — either of you — my office is available”. He looked at Ilya. “You're listed as his emergency contact and his support person today. Are you involved in his care?”
“Yes”, Ilya said. “I am”.
They walked to the car in the December cold air without speaking, with the diagnosis too large yet to be processed. They got in, sat with the engine off and the windows fogging slowly at the edges. The medical building was in front of them and rush hour traffic on the streets nearby. David looked at the dashboard. Ilya looked at the dashboard. The car was silent except for their breaths.
“Well”, David said, after a while.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
David was quiet again. Ilya watched him from the periphery of his vision, his profile, the hands in his lap, the slight rise and fall of his chest. Then David said, very quietly, without looking at Ilya, “I'm not sure I want to fight it.”
Ilya turned to look at him. David was still looking at the dashboard, his jaw set with determination.
“No”, Ilya replied quietly.
David looked at him then. “Ilya —”
“No”, Ilya said again, and his voice was stern, clear, but entirely without aggression. “I am not ready to lose you too. I am not —” he stopped. He looked at David directly and did not moderate what was on his face. He let David see it fully, the grief, the refusal, and the love underneath both. “You are the last person I have, David. You and the foundation and the voicemail I call every night, those are what I have left. I am asking you — I am not telling you, I am asking you — to fight. Not for ten years. Not for any particular outcome. Just to try. Just to give it the chance.”
David looked at him for a long moment. The car was very still around them. Outside a woman walked past with a dog on a leash and a coffee cup in her hand and did not look at the car. The afternoon continued.
“You call his voicemail”, David said. It was not a question.
“Every night”, Ilya said. “Since January 2021.”
David looked at him for a long time. What moved across his face was complicated and private. It contained Ilya thought, the realization of what it meant to be a father whose son was gone, but the man his son loved was sitting in this car asking him to stay alive.
“All right”, David sighed finally. “I'll try.”
Ilya looked outside the windshield. He nodded once, said nothing, and after a moment started the car.
The treatment began in early January 2023. Ilya drove David to every appointment — the biopsy, which confirmed stage four with an EGFR mutation that Dr. Morrison said made him a candidate for targeted therapy alongside chemotherapy, the preliminary consultations, the first infusion at the cancer center on Parkdale Avenue where they sat for four hours in adjacent chairs in the infusion suite while the drugs moved through the IV line. David read a novel, Ilya watched hockey videos and neither of them talked much. On the drive home David fell asleep in the passenger seat within ten minutes, the exhaustion of treatment arriving fast and complete. Ilya drove through the frozen January streets and let him sleep. He thought about the appointment and the frightening numbers Dr. Morrison had given them. They were also the best available information, which was something to work with.
His hockey schedule required a conversation with the Centaurs organization that he had not been looking forward to but proved to be, when he had it, less difficult than he had anticipated. Ilya went to the general manager directly and explained the situation — not the extent of what David was to him and why, but enough, the broad facts of a close family friend with terminal cancer and no other support. He needed to only play home games and be excused from road trips for the foreseeable future. The general manager looked at him for a moment and then said he would work it out with the coaching staff. Ilya's teammates absorbed the change without public comment, with the same collective discretion they had extended to him for two years. He was grateful for it in the way he was grateful for things more than he could ever express.
The road trip absences cost him in his game — the rhythm of a hockey season was built on the accumulation of travel and competition. He could feel the disruption in his play on the nights he was in the lineup, the slight loss of sharpness that came from reduced ice time and the irregular schedule. He accepted this without particular difficulty. The decision was simple. David's treatment was not negotiable. His presence at David's side was not negotiable. His hockey statistics were negotiable, were in fact the most negotiable thing in his life by a considerable distance. He played his home games, drove to Parkdale Avenue on treatment days and stocked David's fridge.
He cooked when David couldn't — soups mostly, the things that were easy when his appetite was unreliable. Yuna had made it in this kitchen and Ilya had learned by watching her. He made the chicken soup with the ginger that David asked for on the worst days after treatment, the days when the nausea was at its peak and David sat in his chair with a blanket over his knees and his eyes half-closed. Ilya brought the soup, sat with him, and did not force him to eat, did not monitor or watch too closely, just put the bowl within reach and talked about other things or said nothing, and let David manage according to what he could.
He kept the Irina Foundation running. The board meetings, the grant applications and the camp planning for the following summer. The emails, the calls and the decisions that had been Yuna's domain. Ilya had absorbed into his own schedule after her death. The foundation was the last living structure of what Shane and Yuna had built together and that it was not going to falter while he had the resources to prevent it. He attended the January board meeting with the report Yuna would have prepared and delivered it in the direct efficient way she had delivered things,. Afterward the chair of the board, a woman named Margaret who had known Yuna for twenty years, had stopped him in the corridor, gripped his arm and said thank you. Ilya had said it was what Yuna would have wanted and moved on.
Ilya ran. He played his home games. He drove between the Westboro house, David's house, the cancer center, the Canadian Tire Arena and Shane's condo, which he had visited in February 2023 for what he felt, though he did not let himself examine it too directly, like it might be one of the last times — standing in the quiet entryway on a Sunday afternoon, moving through the rooms, checking that everything was maintained. He stood at the kitchen window for a while looking at the street below before he locked up and drove back to Ottawa. He called the voicemail from the sofa of the Hollander house on the nights he left too late to drive back to the Westboro house and stayed in David's spare room instead. Hey, it's Shane, leave a message. Twelve seconds. The dark ceiling of the spare room, looking over the shadow of his own profile.
It was David who started the stories.
Not intentionally to be a project or a gift, Ilya thought, though it became both of those things. It began on an evening in early February when Ilya had made dinner and they were eating at the kitchen table. David had looked at the chair across from him — Shane's chair, the one Shane had sat in at every dinner in this house for thirty years — and said, almost to himself, “he burned the kitchen once”.
Ilya looked up from his plate. “Shane.”
“He was fourteen”. David's mouth formed a ghost of a smile, visible for a moment and then not. “Yuna was at a foundation meeting — the hospital auxiliary she ran in those days — and I was at work late, and Shane decided he was going to make dinner. He called me to say he was making pasta”. David coughed. He looked at his soup. “I came home to the smoke alarm going off and Shane standing in the kitchen with the most bewildered expression I have ever seen on a human face, holding a pot that had boiled completely dry.” Now the smile came properly, briefly and completely, the real one, the one that reached his eyes. “He had put the pasta in, then gone to watch hockey and simply — forgotten. He looked at me and said Dad I don't think the pasta is done yet, and I looked at what remained of the pasta and I said Shane I think the pasta is finished.”
Ilya looked at David's face and felt the smile arrive on his own. “What did he do?”
“He laughed”, David said. “Once he understood that the house was not actually on fire and that I was not going to be angry, he laughed until he couldn't stand up. He was always like that — he took things seriously until he understood they weren't serious, and then he laughed at himself completely, without any defense”. David looked at Shane's chair. “He was a good boy. He was a genuinely good boy, not just well-behaved, smart and talented— actually good, all the way through.”
Ilya looked at his bowl. “Yes”, he said. “He was.”
They ate in the quiet that followed which was not uncomfortable, two people sitting with the same person in memory and finding that sufficient for the moment.
After that the stories came regularly, almost like a floodgate that finally opened. Not every evening, not on schedule — just when David looked at something and remembered, which was often in this house where every room held thirty years of Shane at various ages. Ilya listened to all of them with the same attention he had given the burned pasta story. He understood these stories were irreplaceable. David was the only living source of them and he needed to archive Shane’s life as completely as possible.
The worst grade — a mathematics test in the ninth year, a seventy-five that Shane had brought home, placed on the kitchen table and then sat beside in silence for twenty minutes while Yuna and David waited to understand what was happening. “He was waiting for us to react”, David said. “He had decided it was a catastrophe and he was waiting for us to get mad. When we didn't — when Yuna just said well what did you find difficult and they worked through it — he was almost disappointed. He had prepared himself for consequences and there weren't any and he didn't know what to do with that”. David shook his head. “He sat at this table for two hours that night working through every problem on the test again. Nobody asked him to. He just did it.”
The first goal in a real game — not a practice, not a scrimmage, an actual competitive game. Shane was fifteen in a regional league in Ottawa. David had watched from the stands with Yuna was beside him gripping his arm. “He scored and he skated to the boards and his face —”, David stopped. He looked into the distance, at whatever he was seeing there. “He looked up into the stands and found us immediately, like he always knew exactly where we were, and his face was so proud as if he was made to do this and finally got recognized for it.” He looked at Ilya. “You would know that feeling.”
“Yes”, Ilya said. “I know it.”
“He was made for it”, David said. “Not just technically — he had the gift, obviously, but a lot of players have the gift. He was made for it in the way that some people are made for their career, where the career and the person blend into one, where you cannot separate what they do from who they are”. He looked at Ilya. “You were the same. The two of you — watching you play against each other was like watching something that had been designed, like the rivalry itself was the point, not just the hockey.”
Ilya looked at the table. “It was”, he said quietly. “It always was.”
David nodded. He looked at Shane's chair. “He talked about you”, he said. “Before 2017, before everything was official, whatever you want to call it. He talked about you the way he talked about hockey, which is to say constantly and with a focused intensity that he was completely unaware of. Yuna noticed before I did. She said David, do you hear how he talks about Rozanov? And I said yes, and she said well, and I said well indeed”. He stopped. The ghost of a smile again. “We were glad. When he finally brought you here that summer, we were so glad.”
Ilya looked at the table. He felt the words settle into him into the softest spot in his heart, “I did not know what to expect. Coming here. I had never —.” he stopped. “I had not had a family dinner in a long time. Not one that felt like that”.
“Like what”, David said.
Ilya looked up at him. “Like I belong there”, he said. “Like there was a place set for me. It’s not a courtesy but a fact.”
David coughed and looked at him steadily. “There was always a place set for you”, he said. “From the moment Shane brought you through the door there was a place set for you in this house. Yuna decided that in the first five minutes and it was never a question”.
Ilya looked at the table and said nothing for a moment. Then he said, “I know. I felt it. I have always felt it.”
“Good”, David said simply. And then, Ilya looked at his bowl: “more soup?”
“Please”, David said.
The Centaurs played on a Tuesday evening in mid February, a home game against the Toronto Guardians, and Ilya played and drove back to David's afterward. David had had a treatment that morning and the days after treatment were not days to leave him alone if it could be helped. He let himself in with his key and found David on the sofa in the low light of the living room with the television on, the post game analysis still running, Ottawa lost by one.
“You're back”, David said, without looking away from the screen.
“We lost”, Ilya said.
“I can see that”. David shifted slightly on the sofa. “You were better in the second period.”
“Not good enough”. Ilya took off his coat and sat down on the other end of the sofa and looked at the screen. It showed the footage of Ottawa pressed in the final minutes and did not score. The buzzer sounded and the Guardians celebrated at center ice with the subdued excitement. They had expected to win.
“Next time”, David said.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
They sat in the low light and the television moved through post-game analysis. David's breathing slowed and deepened beside him, the treatment exhaustion reliability taking him, like it always did over the past months. The way sleep arrived for him now not gradually but a sudden complete surrender. By the time the post-game had finished David was fully asleep, his head listing slightly toward the back of the sofa, his hands loose in his lap, his face in sleep looked twenty years younger, the tension of the waking hours released.
Ilya looked at him for a moment. Then he looked back at the television, which had moved on to highlights from other games, turned the volume down low, settled back into the sofa and watched. The Voyageurs. The Canucks. The Bears, which he watched no longer feeling any connection. The Boston years receded to the point where they felt like something that had happened to a different person, someone younger and less formed and further from the things that mattered.
The highlights finished. A panel discussion began. Ilya watched it without absorbing and eventually turned the television off. The living room was quiet in the dark, the only light coming from the lamp in the corner on its lowest setting. David slept beside him with the slow even breathing of someone deeply under, and outside the February Ottawa night was cold and still.
Ilya sat in the dark and thought about Shane. He thought about the burned pasta and the seventy-five on the mathematics test and the face at the regional league game when Shane found his parents in the stands and recognized the righteousness of what he had just done. He thought about David saying there was always a place set for you and felt this is where he belonged. He was sitting here now, in the dark living room under low light, watching David sleep.
A lot of things have happened in the last six years, since 2017. It changed his life the way Ilya never had imagined in his early twenties, finding a family full of love in this house in this city because Shane had brought him here six years ago. It had made a such a permanent mark on Ilya in a way that neither of them had realized at the time.
He sat in the dark until the lamp's timer turned it off and the room was pitch black. David slept, Ilya covered him with a blanket, and outside the Ottawa night held the city in its February cold. Ilya sat in the stillness and stayed.
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Here is some good news for you all and myself, the first draft is pretty much done. As I was getting to the end, I decided to add an epilogue (the original outline I had planned 32 chapters). And the epilogue would serve a bridge for...part 2. Yes, the idea came to me as I was finishing the draft.
This story is a happy ending, don't get me wrong, but like I said in the very beginning, the comfort at the end do not balance all the suffering, as you all probably predicted. Part 2 will have more fluff/comfort to heal all our hearts and tie up some loose ends.
Anyways, that's for way later. I still have to edit this one to be ready for posting.
For now, enjoy the suffering. This will be the 2nd and last MCD in the story. Hopefully, it doesn't hurt as bad as everyone saw it coming. I always envisioned Ilya and David would have a special relationship.




 
  The decline was not linear. This was the thing Ilya had not anticipated, though perhaps he should have — he had one prior experience of watching someone move through terminal illness and it had not prepared him for this one. It had been so different in circumstances that the comparison offered little. His father had had dementia, diagnosed in late 2014 and progressing through the two years until his death in early 2017, and Ilya had been in Boston for most of it. He only flew back to Moscow in the off-season and occasionally during it, arriving at the apartment where his father sat in the chair by the window and looked at Ilya with the eyes of a man who was sometimes present and sometimes not, who sometimes knew his son and sometimes knew him as someone else, and sometimes knew nobody at all. The day-to-day care had fallen to Polina, his father's second wife, and to Andrei, his brother. Ilya had sent money — consistently and without being asked, more than was required — and had visited as often as the season permitted and had sat by his father's chair. He had not known, most of the time, what he was supposed to do with his hands or his presence or the silence between them. He had not been there when his father died. He had gotten the call from Andrei after a game in February 2017 and had flown to Moscow. He had stood in the apartment, helped to make the arrangements, paid for everything, cut ties with rest of his family which just consisted of his douchebag of a brother. He had not spoke to anyone about it, not even Shane. He had tolerated Andrei’s resentments and grievances across the years — the complaints about the lack of enough money. Ilya never argued back, because he had not been there. He sent money instead of himself, and he understood money cannot buy his presence no matter how large the transfers were.
He had not known, then, how to be present for someone's demise. He had learned it here, in this house, across the months of David's decline. The process had been incremental and unglamorous. It consisted mostly of showing up, paying attention and adjusting continuously to what each day required.
This was the thing Ilya had not anticipated. He thought that it would be a consistent downward progression, a slope with a clear direction. Instead it moved in the way of tides, retreating and advancing. David having a week of relative clarity and energy that made Ilya allow himself feeling cautiously optimistic and then a week of such profound exhaustion and confusion that the previous week seemed like something remembered from a different story. The treatments continued through February and into March, their effect on the cancer measurable in the imaging that Dr. Morrison reviewed with Ilya and David every six weeks. The mass responding partially to the targeted therapy, the metastatic sites showing mixed results — some stable, some progressing. Dr. Morrison used the word manageable. Ilya understood that manageable at stage four had a ceiling that was clearly visible. He just put his head down and completed the next task that needed to be done.
The next task was always specific and immediate. The medication schedule that he had written out and laminated and affixed to David's kitchen cabinet — the targeted therapy tablet every morning with food, the anti-nausea medication thirty minutes before, the steroid every other day, the pain medication as needed and when needed rather than when David remembered to ask for it, which was not reliably. The appointments with Dr. Morrison every three weeks, the blood draws every two, the pharmacy runs that Ilya had taken over entirely because David's driving had become unreliable in February and had stopped altogether in March. The household — the groceries and the cleaning and the maintenance of the place, the small continuous work of keeping a home functioning that Yuna had done without visible effort for thirty years. Now it was distributed between Ilya and the twice-weekly home care worker the hospital had arranged, a calm woman named Patricia who arrived on Tuesdays and Thursdays. She moved through the house and cared for David without making her patient feeling diminished.
Ilya’s hockey had suffered. He played his home games. He was present on the ice. He was functional in the way a highly skilled professional whose fundamental technical skills were sound enough to produce adequate results even when the individual was running on insufficient sleep and the residue of every difficult evening he had spent at David's house in the past months. Adequate was not Ilya Rozanov's standard. He knew it. His coaches knew it but nobody said anything about it directly. He was grateful for the accommodation they offered. He was grateful for a lot of things the team and the organization left unsaid. He was aware, in a peripheral way, that his contract with the Centaurs was in its final year. The renewal conversations had been gently initiated and gently deferred. That decisions were coming that he was not yet ready to make. Ilya held all of that in the periphery of his life and kept his eyes on David.
He drove back to his Westboro house most nights, however late — there was something in that drive that he needed. The twenty minutes between David's house and his own served as a decompression chamber, the dark streets, the engine, the radio off, and the city going about its late night around him. He needed the Westboro house, needed to sleep in his own bed even for a few hours, needed the distance between David's world and his own to remain survivable. But he always went back in the morning. Always.
It was a Thursday in March, a good day by the standards of recent weeks — David had slept well and woken with more clarity than he had had for some time. He had eaten breakfast with some appetite and had been sitting in the living room in the afternoon light with a book open in his lap. It was itself a sign of a good day, the book appearing only when David had enough concentration to sustain it. Ilya had been in the kitchen going through the week's medication supply, reorganizing the cabinet, and thinking about nothing in particular when David called his name.
He went to the living room. David had set the book down on the side table and was looking at him with the clarity of his good days. His are eyes present, direct and entirely David, no confusion in them, no searching.
“Come sit”, David said.
Ilya came and sat in the chair across from him, the chair he always sat in, looked at David and waited.
David looked at him for a moment. Then he reached forward and gripped Ilya's wrist, with more force than Ilya expected from a hand that had been losing strength for months. He seemed to need contact before he said what he was going to say. Ilya looked at the hand on his wrist, then at David's face and waited.
“I need to say something to you”, David said. “While I can say it clearly. While I am —” he coughed, and in the pause was the acknowledgment the good days are fewer and farther in between, “— while I am here properly.”
“All right”, Ilya said.
“I want you to move on”, David said. He held Ilya's wrist and looked at him directly and his voice was quiet but entirely certain, the voice of someone who had thought about this for a long time and arrived at a position they were not going to be argued out of. “After I am gone. After all of this. I want you to move on, take care of yourself, and find happiness. I want that for you.”
Ilya looked at him and said nothing.
“I know what you are going to say,” David said. “Or what you are not going to say, which is the same thing with you”. The ghost of a smile appeared. “You are going to sit there, say nothing, wait for me to finish, and then change the subject. But I need you to hear this, Ilya. Not just to listen to it and file it away. To actually consider it.”
“I heard it”, Ilya replied.
“Shane would want it”, David said. “That is not something I say lightly or to manipulate you. It is what I know about my son. He loved you — he loved you dearly and he would not want —”, David stopped with another cough. His jaw tightened and released. “He would not want this to be the end of your life. The wait or the grief or the —,” he stopped again. “You are thirty-two years old. You have given two years of your life to this grief and to us. I am grateful for it, more grateful than I can say, but I need to know before I go that you are not going to” — he coughed, searching for the word, — “disappear into it. After.”
Ilya looked at David's hand on his wrist. He looked at the fingers, the loosening skin over the knuckles. The wedding ring that David still wore and would wear until the end. He had never once in thirty-five years of marriage removed it. He looked at all of this and felt the meaning of what David was asking. Ilya understood that he could not answer it honestly, because the honest answer was that he did not know. The plan of what came after David was not something he had been able to look at directly. There was something waiting at the end of all this that he had not allowed himself to think about directly. It sat at the edge of his thoughts during the nights in his Westboro house, present and unexamined. Ilya had been leaving it there deliberately, unnamed, because it is a decision he was not yet ready to make.
“I heard you”, he said. It was not the answer David was asking for and they both knew it. David looked at him for a long moment with the expression that saw through walls, similar to the one Yuna had given him during that last Christmas dinner, patient and unconvinced.
“Take care of yourself”, David said, finally, releasing Ilya's wrist as concession. “That is all I am asking.”
“I know,” Ilya said.
David looked at him one more time, and then he picked up his book. The conversation was over, and the afternoon light moved across the living room walls. Ilya sat in the chair across from him and looked at the hand that had gripped his wrist. He thought about what it meant to take care of yourself when everything you had been taking care of yourself for was gone or going. He could not find an answer to it. He just sat in the quiet with David and let the afternoon pass.
April was harder. The good days became less frequent and the bad days longer. David moved through them with the same fundamental dignity he had brought to everything in his life. He was never moved by discomfort, confusion or the humiliations that illness imposed. Ilya was always there— the nights when David couldn't sleep. Ilya sat beside the bed. Sometimes they talked, sometimes David did not have the energy to speak. The mornings when the pain was bad, the medication needed adjustment, Ilya would call Dr. Morrison's office with the details of what was happening, what they had tried, and what they needed. The afternoons when David slept for four or five hours, Ilya would work at the kitchen table on foundation correspondence and league paperwork. He watched the light change on the walls of the house and listened to David breathe through the baby monitor Patricia had set up on the kitchen counter.
The confusion came more frequently in April. It arrived without warning and departed the same way. David was present and then gone and then present again. The disease torturing the brain when there was nothing left in the body to torture with. Ilya had been told to expect it. He thought he was prepared for it. But he discovered when it arrived that preparation and readiness were not the same thing.
The first time David called him by Shane's name Ilya had been in the kitchen making tea. David had called from the living room, calling the name clearly and with certainty, the name of someone he expected to answer. Ilya had stood in the kitchen for a moment. Then walked to the living room with the two cups of tea and looked at David, who was looking at him with an expression of complete recognition, recognition of the wrong person.
“Shane”, David said. “Come sit with me”.
Ilya set the cups down on the side table and sat on the sofa beside him, close enough that David could reach him. “I'm here”, he said. He did not say whose name. He did not correct, just offered his presence as the answer to whatever David needed. “Dad, I'm right here”.
David’s look was warm, directed to his son. “I was thinking about that summer, he said. When you were seven. We went to the lake and you were so determined to learn to swim that you kept jumping in from the dock even though you kept sinking. Your mother was beside herself”. He shook his head, the smile appeared. “You never asked for help. You just kept jumping in”.
Ilya looked at David's face, happy and full of love, reminiscing the precious days with his only child. “What happened”, he said quietly.
“You figured it out”, David said. “Of course you did. Spent the whole afternoon at it. By the end you were swimming to the far dock and back like you'd been doing it all your life”. He paused. “You were always like that. Once you decided something was possible you just —did it. Over and over until it worked”. He looked at Ilya, at Shane, at whoever was in the room with him in this version of the afternoon. “I was so proud of you. I don't know if I said it enough. I should have said it more”.
“You said it enough”, Ilya said. His voice was very steady. “You always said it.”
David reached over and put his hand on Ilya's knee, the gesture of a father with a son, and left it there. “Good”, he said. “I just wanted to make sure”.
They sat like that in the April afternoon, David's hand on his knee. Ilya did not move, did not speak and let David be wherever he was, with whoever he needed to be with, in whatever version of the afternoon brought him the most peace. Outside a bird was making noise in the tree at the edge of the yard, something persistent and cheerful. The light was the particular thin clear light of early spring in Ottawa, and David sat beside him with his hand on Ilya's knee and looked at something Ilya could not see and was, as far as Ilya could tell, content.
Later, when the clarity returned — it always returned, briefly, the tide coming back — David had looked at Ilya with the direct present gaze of himself and said, simply, “I called you his name again”.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
“I'm sorry”.
“Don't be”, Ilya said. He looked at David and meant it completely. “Don't ever be sorry for that”.
David looked at him for a moment, coughed, and then nodded, accepting what he had been offered. The afternoon continued.
He died on a Tuesday morning in May.
Ilya had stayed the night — had known, with the instinct that two years of close attention had developed in him, that the previous night was not a night to drive back to the Westboro house. He had slept in the spare room, woken at five, and gone to check on David. He found David’s breathing changed, the rhythm was slower and irregular. He had sat down beside the bed and taken David's hand and stayed.
Patricia arrived at six. She took one look at the situation and called Dr. Morrison's answering service. Then she quietly made tea that neither of them drank and sat in the hallway outside the room, present and unobtrusive, in the way of someone who had done this before and knew what it required.
David did not wake again. He breathed, slowly and with increasing space between each breath. Ilya sat beside the bed and held his hand and talked to him, quietly and without particular plan — about the foundation, about the Centaur season that had ended, about the lake summer that David had described in April, the dock and the seven-year-old boy who kept jumping in, about Yuna and the Christmas dinners and the first time Ilya had sat at this table and understood what a home was supposed to feel like. He talked and held David's hand. He felt the hand in his change by degrees, growing lighter, the grip loosening not from weakness but from departure, the slow release of someone letting go.
At 7:14 on a Tuesday morning in May, David Hollander stopped breathing.
Ilya sat with him for a long time after. He sat and held his hand and looked at David's face, a face of a man finally at rest, finally without the effort that the last months had required. He thought everything — the parking garage in 2021, the kitchen table, the stories about Shane, the grip on his wrist in March, move on, find happiness, Shane would want that for you — and felt the full scope of what had just ended and what it meant and let it be as gigantic as it was.
Patricia appeared in the doorway at some point and said, very quietly, that she needed to make some calls when he was ready. He said “yes, give me a moment”. She went back to the hallway, and he sat with David for a while longer in the May morning light coming through the bedroom curtains, the thin clear light of early spring, and said goodbye in the private way that existed between him and the father he found too late.
Then he took out his phone and called Hayden.
Hayden arrived two hours later, having driven from Montreal through the morning rush hour traffic. He had been waiting for this call, had been dreading it, and had gotten in his car the moment it came. Ilya met him at the door. They stood in the doorway for a moment and looked at each other. Hayden said nothing. Ilya said nothing. Then Hayden came in.
They went upstairs together. They stood in David's bedroom in the May morning light, looked at the bed and were silent for a long time. The room was very quiet around them. Patricia had been gone. The necessary were calls made, the processes of death set in motion. What remained was the room, the bed, the two of them standing in it in the silence of people who had run all the way to the end of something and were standing at the edge of what came after.
Hayden put his hand briefly on Ilya's shoulder. Ilya put his hand over Hayden's and they stood like that for the morning and did not speak.
Then Ilya said he had calls to make. Hayden said he would stay. Ilya went downstairs to the kitchen, stood at the counter, and looked at the medication schedule laminated on the cabinet door, the mugs on the hooks, the kettle on the counter and thought about all the mornings in this kitchen, all the teas made and the soups, the drive through the dark, the voicemail called every night, the hand on his wrist in March. He picked up his phone and began to make the calls that needed to be made, one after another, because completing the next task was the easiest thing to do.
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Both MCDs have happened and I think we are at the lowest point but it doesn’t immediately get better. As I was writing these couple of chapters, I really did feel the hopelessness of Ilya. He really had no one left at this point. Also keep in mind, this is canon divergent from middle of TLG so their relationship isn’t public yet. Hope you enjoy this chapter from Hayden’s POV. Thank you for kudos and comments.




 
  Hayden had been to enough funerals in his life to understand that they were not for the dead. The dead had no use for the flowers or the readings or the careful arrangement of chairs in a church or the reception afterward with its trays of sandwiches and its low murmur of people paying their condolences. The dead were gone and the funerals were for the living, for the people left standing who needed a closure to move through, a prescribed sequence of actions that gave grief a shape it could inhabit for a few hours before returning to the formlessness it lived in the rest of the time.
He understood this and still found David's funeral one of the hardest things he had been through in three years of hardship, which was saying something.
Ilya had arranged everything. This was not a surprise — Ilya had arranged Yuna's funeral with the same dedication and had arranged most of the infrastructure of the Hollander household for the better part of three years. David’s funeral was just a continuation of his devotion. He arranged it thoroughly, the same way he did for Yuna’s funeral, without drawing attention to the effort. Booking the church, the service program, receptive venue and coordinating the guest list, all were handled before Hayden had to ask about it. Hayden had watched this for two and a half years and had never stopped finding it remarkable, the quiet relentless loyalty of a man who had no obligation to any of this beyond love and who treated that love as sufficient reason to do whatever the situation required, without complaint, without acknowledgment, and without any apparent expectation that the effort would be noticed or returned.
The church was the same church as Yuna's funeral, which Hayden thought was right. It was the sense that David was being placed in the same story, the same setting, the same careful arrangement of grief that had held Yuna seven months prior. The same faces were there, many of them, the foundation board, the Ottawa friends and the former colleagues. There were new faces too, David's people, the quiet accumulation of a life that had been longer than its recent grief and had touched more people than the last two years had made visible.
Ilya spoke at the service. He had spoken at Yuna's and he spoke at David's, in the same composed public-facing register, the language that said the true things in the version of truth available for churches and microphones and rooms full of people who knew the public story. He spoke about David's steadiness, about the quality of his presence that had made every room he was in feel more grounded, about the foundation and what David's quiet support of it had meant across five years. He spoke about the man who had fallen asleep watching Centaurs games, made the best chicken parmesan, had loved his wife and his son with a completeness that Ilya had been fortunate enough to witness and to be included in. He said all of it clearly and without breaking once. He sat back down in the front pew, looked at the altar and held himself together for the rest of the service.
Hayden sat beside Jackie in the second row and watched Ilya speak. He thought about the first time he had sat across from Ilya at a foundation dinner five years ago, the wariness of that atmosphere, his effort of being civil to a man he had spent years watching make Shane's professional life harder and Shane's private life more complicated. He thought about how far that dinner was from this church, from this version of the two of them, and felt the distance as something physical, something that had grown in his body across the three years of driving between Montreal and Ottawa, standing in hospital corridors, sitting at kitchen tables and holding each other in a hallway while they cried.
They buried David beside Yuna in the cemetery where Shane's memorial stone stood. The three markers were in proximity now. Hayden stood at the graveside in the May afternoon, looked at them and felt the full loaded weight of what their proximity meant, a family that is now united. But it also meant the three people who had been the center of Ilya's world arranged in a row in the Ottawa earth while Ilya stood at their feet with the late spring sun shining down on his golden curls, lively and warm and entirely unsuited to the occasion.
The service moved through its final stages. Margaret from the foundation board said her quiet words and stepped back. Patricia laid her hand briefly on the casket and stepped back. The various friends and colleagues paid their respects and moved away in the gradual drift of funeral services. As people slowly dispersed to their cars and their lives, the cemetery grew quieter, but Hayden stayed.
He stayed because Ilya had not moved. Ilya stood at the foot of the two graves with his hands at his sides, his eyes on the markers. He was too still even for a man trying to calibrate all the inner grief he had experienced in the recent years. Hayden had seen Ilya compose himself after grief many times in the past two and a half years and knew what that looked like — the jaw, the careful breath, the deliberate reassembly of his features. This was different. This was the stillness of a man who had set something down and was looking at where it had been, who had arrived at the end of era and was standing in the space that the dust had cleared. Hayden looked at him and felt the unease that had been gathering all day sharpen into something more focused.
He looked at the three stones. David and Yuna side by side, the dates on their stones, and a few feet away Shane's memorial stone with the line from the foundation document that Yuna had chosen, and he thought about Ilya Rozanov standing here every day for the rest of his life if it came to that, standing at these three stones with nothing else to stand for or toward, and the thought was not one he could hold for long.
Ilya turned eventually and looked at Hayden, and his face was calm, present, and carried underneath the composure the same quality as the stillness — something quieter and more final than grief, something Hayden did not have a name for but recognized in the way you recognized things that frightened you before you understood why.
“Ready”, Ilya said.
“Yes”, Hayden said, and they walked back to the cars.
The reception was at a hotel near the Hollander house — Ilya had not wanted it at the house, had said simply that the house needed to stay as it was for now, and Hayden had understood. They moved through it the same way they had done for Yuna's, managing the room between them as if the most natural way was to do this together. Hayden watched Ilya go about the room — the handshakes and the brief embraces and the quiet exchanges with people who wanted to say something meaningful and often didn't quite manage it, Ilya receiving all with a practiced ease that was too early for his thirty two years of age. His heart tightened at the thought of everything Ilya Rozanov had gone through in the past months, he could almost feel a faint ache.
The cars, first. Ilya had owned three sports cars over the years, the kind of cars that a man of his income and his temperament bought when he was twenty-five and still believed that speed and expense were their own justification. All three were gone, sold sometime in the spring to a collector in Toronto. The watches — the Rolex, Omega, and the other one, the complicated Swiss one that Hayden didn't know the name of but recognized as expensive by the way Ilya wore it. Gone. The hockey memorabilia — thirteen years of accumulated artifacts from a career that had been one of the best of his generation, trophies and signed equipment and the various objects that professional athletes collected across a long career -- whether they meant to or not — cleared out of a storage unit and reduced to two boxes of things he had kept. Everything else dispersed.
Hayden had been adding these things up for months and had been telling himself there was an innocent explanation for each individual item. It had been less and less convincing as the items dwindled to bare essentials.
Jackie took the children home after the graveside service — Ruby and Jade had cried quietly through the church service in the way of children who understood enough to grieve and not enough to manage, Arthur had pressed against Hayden's side all day, Amber had fallen asleep in Jackie's arms during the reception, the small mercy of a child too young to be kept awake by sorrow. Jackie kissed Hayden's cheek before she left and said take your time. He watched her go and felt his gratitude for her move through him, vast and continuous and deepened by three years of her absorbing his grief without complaint while holding the household, the children, the ordinary life while he drove back and forth to Ottawa, fell apart in the car, and held Ilya in a hallway.
By six o'clock the reception hall had emptied. The hotel staff were moving through the room collecting glasses and trays. Hayden was by the window with the last of a glass of wine. Ilya was at the other end of the room looking at his phone mindlessly. Hayden crossed the room. Ilya put his phone away, looked at him and waited.
“How are you”, Hayden said.
“I am done”, Ilya said, and the flatness was not rude but accurate, the simple statement of a man who had used everything he had and had arrived at the bottom of his reserve.
“Come and sit”, Hayden said.
They sat at one of the tables the hotel staff had not yet cleared, the last two people in a room that had held eighty. The May evening light came through the windows at a low angle and lay across the white tablecloth between them. Hayden looked at Ilya and thought about how to begin and decided the direct approach was the best approach.
“The Centaurs contract”, he said.
Ilya looked at the table. “Up in three weeks”.
“Are you renewing?”
“No”.
Hayden had expected this and the expectipn had not made it easier to hear. “Have you told them?”
“They know”. Ilya looked up at him. “It has been clear for some time”.
“What are you going to do?”
Ilya was quiet for a moment, deciding on how much to reveal. “I want to go to Russia”, he said. “Visit my mother's grave. I have not been since 2017”.
“When?”
“Soon. After I sort the house. The foundation transition — I am moving the co-chair role to Margaret, she is ready.” He paused. “There are things to arrange”.
“And after Russia”, Hayden said.
The silence that followed was the silence Hayden had been afraid of. Not the silence of thinking, not the silence of a man assembling an answer — the silence of a man who had an answer he was not going to give, or who had no answer and was not going to admit it. Either way the silence itself was the most important information the conversation had produced.
“I haven't decided”, Ilya said.
“Ilya”.
“I haven't decided”, he said again, and his voice was even, quiet and entirely flat.
Hayden looked at him across the table. He looked at the face he had been looking at across parking garages, kitchen tables, and hospital corridors for two and a half years. Before that across the ice rink for ten, and he thought about what twelve years of watching this man had actually taught him — the ferocity on the ice and the determination in grief, the way he had left Boston for a much worse team because the math was simple and the simplicity borne out of love. The way he had stood at three graves two hours ago with the stillness of someone who had nothing left to gravitate towards. He said, carefully and without looking away from Ilya's face, “you sold the cars. All of them”.
Something moved across Ilya's face. “Yes”.
“And the watches”.
“Yes”.
“The hockey memorabilia. The storage unit”.
“I don't need it”, Ilya said, and his voice was very simple, the most alarming voice.
“What do you need?” Hayden said.
The question sat on the table between them. Ilya looked at the low evening light lay across the white cloth. The room was quiet except for the tinkling of glasses as the staff went about clearing out the evidence of the day. Ilya sat there and did not answer for a long time. When he finally spoke, his voice was low, level and careful.
“I don't know yet”, he said. “I am going to Russia and I am going to see my mother's grave. Then I will know better what I need”. He looked at Hayden directly. “I am not going to do anything rash. I just need to go”.
Hayden heard the gap in Ilya’s answer, the large and loaded space between I am going to Russia and then I will know. He sat with this and decided not to push further tonight, not at the end of a gruelling day for both of them. He said, “okay,” in a tone that communicated clearly he was not finished. Ilya looked back at him and was grateful.
“Thank you”, Ilya said. “For today. For everything”.
“You don't have to thank me”, Hayden said.
“I know”, Ilya said. “I am thanking you anyway”.
They sat a moment longer, then stood, got their coats and walked out into the May evening. In the car park they stopped beside their respective cars and looked at each other in the receding evening light. Hayden thought about twelve years of rivalry, twelve years of sitting in opposing locker rooms, watching this man across the ice and thinking of him as the obstacle and the antagonist. None of those twelve years had contained anything that prepared him for standing in a hotel car park after David Hollander's funeral, feeling toward Ilya Rozanov, a sense of camaraderie and friendship.
“Drive safe”, Ilya said.
“You too”, Hayden said.
He watched Ilya get in his car — not one of the sports cars, all of which were gone now, but a sensible dark Jeep that belonged to a different version of Ilya that Hayden had not known before — and drive out of the car park. He got into own car and sat with the engine off. The last ray of evening light was shining through the windshield. Hayden did not move for a moment.
He drove back to Montreal through the evening with the conversation sitting in the passenger seat. The way Ilya said I don't know yet said in that careful level voice, the way his shoulders slumped as he got into the dark Jeep that he would have chirped as boring in the past. When he arrived at his driveway in Montreal, Hayden turned off the engine, sat in the car and looked at his house.
The living room light was on, warm through the front window, and he could see movement inside — Jackie, probably, or Ruby and Jade still awake. He sat in the driveway, looked at the lit window and did not go in. He sat with the unease that had been building all day and let himself look at it directly for the first time. He thought about Ilya’s stillness at the graveside, the sold cars, the cleared storage unit, the one-way ticket, and the flat tone. He turned it over, looked at it from every direction and kept reaching the same conclusion, which was that Ilya had nothing left to stay for and had stopped pretending otherwise. The conclusion did not become less frightening the longer he sat with it.
He sat in the driveway for twenty minutes, the house lit and warm in front of him. Then he got out of the car and went inside. Jackie looked up from the sofa and opened her arm without a word. He sat beside her, she pulled him close and he looked at the room around him — Ruby and Jade's shoes by the door, Arthur's drawing on the coffee table, Amber's rabbit on the arm of the sofa — and thought about Ilya driving through the Ottawa dark toward an empty house, and thought about the voicemail called every night since January 2021, and thought about I don't know yet.
“How was it?” Jackie asked quietly.
“Hard”, he said.
She held him closer and said nothing further. The house was warm around them and outside the Montreal night was mild and soft. Hayden sat with his wife. The unease in his chest did not lighten, but he is too exhausted tonight to look at it further. He let himself be engulfed in Jackie’s warm embrace and pretend, just for a moment, that everything will be alright.
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I am so glad one of you mentioned the movie Manchester by the Sea as it is one of the inspirations I had for Ilya in this grieved state. If you have never seen that movie, I highly recommend. It's phenomenal.
This chapter tells Ilya at the end of this era in his POV. There is nothing holding him in Ottawa now, or in Canada. Russia is where he began his life so he wanted to go back.
So CW/TW: possible suicidal ideation. Nothing graphic, no detail, no plan.
Also fun fact about Canada, Montreal Trudeau Airport is named after Pierre Elliot Trudeau, a charismatic prime Minister in Canada in the 1980s, Justin Trudeau's Dad.
I am actually in Ottawa now visiting. 😅




 
  The season ended in April. Ilya let it end mundanely, the way you let go of something you have been holding out of habit rather than need. The fingers simply opened and the puck fell to the ice without a sound. He had played forty-one home games and had been present for all of them in the functional sense — he had skated, competed, and produced the numbers that a player of his caliber produced even at diminished capacity, even running on the residue of two and a half years of grief and the last six months of hopelessness. The numbers had been adequate. His coaches had been grateful. Nobody had said anything about the road trips he had missed, the practices he had left early to drive to Parkdale Avenue, or the way he had sometimes sat in the locker room after games for longer than was normal, not visibly distressed, just still, the stillness that had become his default mode in the world.
The contract expired in June. He did not renew it. He signed the paperwork the Centaurs organization sent him numbly. When he returned them, the general manager said the right things in the right order and the relationship was dissolved without fuss. He had played professional hockey for thirteen years. He had been good at it — had been, for a significant portion of those thirteen years, among the best in the world. The world had known this had rewarded him with the things the world rewarded exceptional hockey players, which were money, attention and the kind of recognition that attached itself to excellence in a sport that a significant portion of a country treated as a religion. He had received all of this and had valued it genuinely. Ilya had loved playing hockey, it was a hobby when he was a teenager. It became a way out of Russia when he was drafted, then it became a way close to Shane. Now Shane was gone and hockey just became a job, an ordinary task of daily life that his body has grown to perform with muscle memory. He returned the paperwork signaled the end to his career and felt like standing in an empty hall after a long and complicated gathering. Everything was cleared away and the surfaces were wiped clean.
He sold the cars in March and April, one after another, dealing with it through his agent, finally to a collector in Toronto at a price more than he hoped for. The numbers didn’t matter. He would have sold it for a significantly less price. He sold the watches, cleared the storage unit, arranged the foundation transition with Margaret, who received the increased responsibility with calm competence. She had been ready for it for a long time and had simply been waiting for the right moment. He kept the Westboro house. He had tried to think about selling it but the thought dissolved to nothing. The house existed in a category separate from the other things he was shedding. Whatever the house represented — the future he had bought it for, the room he had imagined filling, the life that had not arrived — he could yet put it on the market and let strangers walk through the rooms and make offers. He could not yet accept that the future it had been bought for was definitively not coming. So he kept it. He paid the bills, left the rooms as they were and drove away from it for what he told himself might be a while. He did not examine how long a while might mean.
He kept paying Shane’s condo bills too. He had kept paying them for two and a half years, the automatic transfers going out on the first of each month to the property management company. The condo was maintained, the utilities were current, and the rooms inside exactly as Shane had left them on the evening of the thirtieth of December 2020, the last time Shane had been there, before everything. He did not examine this too closely either. He paid the bills and kept the key on his keyring.
June arrived and the Ottawa summer settled over the city with the warm generosity of eastern Canadian summers, which were brief and sincere and almost compensated adequately for everything the winters required. He walked through the Westboro house in the mornings, drank his coffee by the kitchen window and looked at the backyard, which needed attention he was not going to give it. Ilya thought about the trip. He had been thinking about the trip since May, since the conversation with Hayden in the hotel reception room, since the drive back through the evening after David’s funeral, since the point at which the last of the things that had kept him in Ottawa had been buried in the Ottawa earth and there was nothing left to keep him here.
He was going to Russia. He was going to see his mother’s grave, which he had not visited since the year his father died. Last time he was in Russia, standing at the stone in the Moscow cemetery in February and not knowing when the next he would be here. He was going to see the grave and he was going to — after that he was going to see. That was what he had told Hayden. It was what he had told himself and it was as far as he had allowed the planning to go. The rest of it existed in the peripheral vision of his thinking where he could sense without looking at it directly.
He had a flight booked. Moscow, one way, departing Montreal Trudeau at nine in the morning on the first of July. He had booked it in May, sitting at his kitchen table on a Tuesday evening with the house quiet around him. The voicemail called, the twelve seconds listened to and the silence after absorbed. He had opened the airline website, entered the destination, the date and had looked at the one-way option for a long moment before selecting it. He had completed the registration, closed the laptop, sat in the kitchen and had not thought about what the one-way meant because he already knew it was not going to change.
On the last day of June he drove to Montreal.
He drove east through the summer morning with the windows down. The highway stretched ahead of him through the flat green landscape of eastern Ontario. He thought about the fifteen years, the road and all the times he had driven it toward Shane, all the times he had driven it away from Shane. The road was the condition of the life they had been able to build, the two hours that had been the price and the infrastructure of their relationship. He thought about this and continued to navigate east. The summer moved around him, vast and indifferent and very beautiful.
He let himself into Shane’s condo in the early afternoon with his key. The key that had been on his keyring for six years and that he had used more times in the last two and a half years than he had during the years Shane still lived there. He stood in the hallway in the quiet of the place and breathed.
The condo was exactly as Shane had left it. This had been true every time Ilya had come here and it was true now. The two and a half years of careful maintenance having preserved the space in the condition of that last ordinary evening, the evening of Shane’s life before the thirtieth of December. The phone was still on the counter charged, the hockey gear still in the closet and car still parked in the garage. Shane’s coffee maker. Shane’s books in their inexplicable order. The throw blanket on the arm of the sofa. The hoodie on the other arm, soft and worn, the Voyageurs hoodie that had been there since Ilya first let himself in in January 2021. It had been there every time since and was there now in the bright afternoon light of the last day of June.
He moved through the rooms slowly, with the care of someone who understood that the rooms were holding something irreplaceable. He touched nothing except the absolute necessary. He checked the maintenance the way he had checked it on every visit — fridge, utilities, windows, the bathroom, the closet where the hockey gear still stood — and everything was in order, everything exactly as it should be like Shane would have wanted. He stood in the bedroom in the afternoon light and looked at the room.He felt the two and a half years arranged behind him and the morning flight arranged ahead of him. What came after that was still not something Ilya was ready to examine yet.
He went back to the living room. He stood in front of the sofa and looked at the hoodie for a long time.
Then he picked it up and held it and felt its weight. It was light like a normal hoodie but also impossibly heavy. He folded it carefully, took it to his bag and put it inside. He did not take anything else. He had not come to take things — he had come to be here one last time, to move through these rooms one last time, to say whatever needed to be said in the private language of a man alone in the space where the person he loved had lived. The hoodie was the only thing he was taking because it was the one thing he could not leave.
He did not think he would return.
He lay in Shane’s bed that night in the dark of the Montreal summer looking at the ceiling and did not sleep. He thought about 2008.
Saskatchewan in November, the World Junior Championship, and the parking lot and the seventeen year old across it who had looked back at him with the composure that said I know exactly what I am doing here and the brown eyes that had said something else entirely, something that had taken Ilya two years to understand and seven more to name properly and a decade after that to lose. The loss was what the ceiling of the bedroom held tonight, everything between that first parking lot and this room. Everything that had been built through twelve years that ended on a Boxing Day in Ottawa with the door closing and words left unsaid.
He thought about Toronto in 2010, Montreal in 2013, the cottage in 2017, the Westboro house bought in 2018. He thought about all the years of the foundation, the Christmases at the Hollander table, David’s stories about the burned pasta, Yuna’s hand on his shoulder, the white morning of Boxing Day and the pause before Shane said you, the door and the two and a half years since that. He thought about Yuna’s chair by the window, David’s hand on his wrist in March when he said move on, find happiness, Shane would want that. He thought about the three markers in the Ottawa cemetery, the flight tomorrow morning, the one way and the grave in Moscow and whatever comes after.
Ilya was not afraid of dying. That was the part that frightened him the most probably. Somewhere within the long passage of the last two and half years, the fear had simply left him. What remained in place was something closer to curiosity, terrible curiosity about how much longer he was expected to do this. It was easier when there was still something required from him. When there was the investigation still had some momentum, when he still needed to look after Yuna, when David still needed Ilya to take him to appointments and help with medications. But now, with his hockey career marking an end, there is no reason that Ilya could tell to keep himself getting up in the morning, keep moving through days that had no shape, no center, no warmth he could find his way toward. He had tried. He wanted someone to know that. But there is a limit to how long a man can live as a hollowed exterior, going through the motions of life that stopped meaning anything.
Ilya was so exhausted, that was the truth. Not even sad or angry anymore, just tired. Exhaustion that lived in his bones. And he thought, staring at the dark ceiling of another night that Shane was not around, Yuna and David forever gone, that there is a courage in admitting you have nothing left. That you spent everything. That all the reserves are gone.
Ilya thought of Shane, as he always did. He wondered if Shane would understand. He believed Shane would. Shane might be the only one who ever could.
He lay in the dark, let the thoughts and images flood from memories without flinching away, which was something he had not allowed himself to do in a very long time. Fifteen years of love and two and a half years of grief and everything in between. He had been managing it for so long, holding it at the distance required to keep functioning, and tonight he did not hold it at any distance, just let it be as close and as heavy as it actually was.
It was very quiet in the room. The Montreal summer night was calming down outside in the late hours. Ilya lay on Shane’s empty bed and felt he was missing the fundamental conditions of the life he had built. It was the ground which all the other grief was built on.
He reached for his phone. He had called the voicemail every night since the fifth of January 2021, nine hundred and twelve nights, and he called it now from Shane’s bed in the dark of the last night of June in a condo he would not come back to. His key was still on his keyring, the hoodie folded in his bag.
Four rings. The click of the connection. Hey, it’s Shane, leave a message.
Twelve seconds. He lay in the dark, listened to Shane’s voice, and felt it move through him the way it moved through him every night, the warmth of the faint amusement that lived in the tone even in its most neutral register. It was the voice of a man who had no idea that someone would lie in his bed two and a half years after he vanished and listen to these twelve seconds as the last thing before he attempted to sleep. Ilya listened to all twelve seconds. He held the phone against his chest afterward in silence and looked at the ceiling. The twelve second was all he had of Shane’s voice and also twelve seconds of a random morning in 2014 when Shane had recorded a voicemail greeting with no idea it would become the most important recording in Ilya’s life.
He did not leave a message. He had not left a message in nine hundred and twelve nights. There was nothing to say that the silence did not already say, that the nine hundred and twelve calls did not already say, and so he lay in the silence after the beep and let the silence be. He set the phone on Shane’s nightstand and looked at the ceiling of Shane’s bedroom in the dark of the last night of June and waited for morning.
The morning would come. It always came. And then the airport and the one-way flight to Moscow and his mother’s grave. He would look at the dark quiet shape at the edge of his mind after he got there, when there would be nothing else to look for.
He lay in the dark and waited. Outside the Montreal summer night held the city in its warm embraces. Inside the condo was very still except for the humming of appliances. The key was still on his keyring and the hoodie was still in his bag. Ilya lay in the dark with his eyes on the ceiling and waited for the morning to come and take him towards whatever came next.
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I drove around Ottawa yesterday. It was so surreal passing by the places I wrote about in this fic. We also drove to Montreal today, walked around old port and downtown, got some inspirations for the sequel.
So we are at the half way point in this story and this is the turning point. Yes, Shane is finally reappearing. There are a lot of warning in the next few chapters I am not going to list individually. They are all listed in the tags so please read the tags carefully. A lot of you have guessed the plot so it shouldn’t too much of a surprise. I just hope it lives up to all the anticipation after making you wait in misery so long for Shane to be found again. Thank you so so so much for all the comments. I love reading and replying to them. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The evening was always ordinary before catastrophic events, like the night was the darkest before the break of dawn.
Hayden was on the sofa with the remains of the day around him — Ruby and Jade on the floor in front of the television arguing in the low continuous way of twins who had been arguing since they learned to talk, their argument nominally about what to watch, but actually about something older and more fundamental that would probably not be resolved in this lifetime. Arthur was somewhere in the kitchen behind him, audible by the intermittent sound of cabinet doors being opened and closed, a seven year old searching for something he had been told did not exist. Amber was asleep upstairs, had been asleep since seven, and the knowledge of her asleep and safe and unaware of the complicated world she had been born into was the quiet constant comfort it always was at the end of difficult days.
Jackie was beside him on the sofa with her feet tucked under her and a book open in her lap that she had not been reading for the past twenty minutes. Her attention drifted between the page and Ruby and Jade’s argument, the kitchen sounds and Hayden, whom she monitored with the peripheral attention she had developed across three years of watching him carry things he could not put down. He was aware of her vigilance and was grateful for it. He showed it without words but with the way he reached for her hand sometimes without looking, with the way he deferred to her judgment on the children, the household, and the hundred daily decisions of their shared life, with the way he had never once in three years of driving to Ottawa and falling apart in driveways come home and found her anything other than present, steady and entirely his.
His phone was on the cushion beside him. He was not looking at it. He was watching Ruby and Jade’s argument develop into a well-constructed dispute that was common in the banters of the locker room. Hayden's thoughts were loose and unfocused at the long day, about Ilya.
He had been thinking about Ilya since David’s funeral. He had been thinking about the hotel car park, the one-way flight to Moscow, the sold cars and the dark stillness at the graveside. The thoughts had an architecture he did not like. They were persistently suggesting his instincts were correct but his conscious mind was yet ready to acknowledge. Ilya’s flight was tomorrow morning. Hayden knew this because he had asked, specifically and directly, on the phone last week, and Ilya had told him without elaboration — July first, nine in the morning from Trudeau. The return, when Hayden asked about the return, the silence that preceded I haven’t booked one yet had been the longest silence he heard.
He picked up his phone. He thought about calling Ilya, then decided against it and put the phone back down. He looked at Ruby and Jade.
His phone rang.
He looked at the screen. Joseph Trent — a name he had not seen in months, a name that belonged to a narrow category of his life, the category that had reopened in January 2021 and that he had hoped desperately even against available evidence, would have a different result than it did. Joseph was had been in RCMP for ten years, had sat behind Hayden in homeroom for three years of high school in Montreal and had been, like any old high school acquaintance, a presence at the edge of his life ever since — the occasional text at Christmas, the drinks when they were both n town, the conversation at a mutual friend’s wedding four years ago that had shifted, toward the end of the night, into something more serious. Joseph talked about his work in a way that made Hayden understand for the first time that his old classmate moved through a world adjacent to his own but seemed like a different universe. And then in January 2021, Shane disappeared, the RCMP was involved. Joseph called him personally, quietly, outside official channels, because they had been in the same homeroom in high school and that counted for something.
Joseph had not called in eight months. Hayden picked up immediately.
“Hayden”. Joseph’s voice sounded serious as if the matter was grave and significant. “Are you somewhere you can talk”.
Hayden looked at Ruby and Jade on the floor, Jackie beside him, the warm ordinary room around him and felt something in his chest go very still. “Yes”, he said. “Hold on”.
He stood and went to the kitchen, past Arthur who had found what he was looking for and was eating it, satisfied with the minor victory. He went through to the back hallway, closed the door.
“Go ahead”, he said.
“We dismantled a criminal network tonight in conjunction with the FBI”, Joseph said. “Major drug cartel operation — eastern Canada, US and Mexico. Eighteen months investigation. The Montreal headquarters was raided at five this evening, a property in Laval”. He paused, carefully arriving at the part that mattered. “In the headquarters we found a number of individuals who had been held on the property. Men and women, separate rooms, evidence of extended captivity. Some of them showing signs of forced substance dependency — IV drug use, Hayden, sustained over a significant period”. Another pause, longer. “One of them matches the description of Shane Hollander. Age, ethnicity, physical build. We can’t confirm identity until we have someone who knew him personally. I need you to come in”.
Hayden stood in the back hallway of his Montreal house with the phone against his ear and felt the world rearrange itself, felt the floor shift beneath him, the walls lean inward and the ordinary sounds of his house recede to something distant and strange.
“Where?” he asked. His voice came out level, which surprised him.
“Montreal Detention Centre, Rue Parthenais. How soon can you get here?”
“I’m leaving now”, Hayden said.
He went back to the living room. Jackie looked up at him immediately — she read his face completely without effort. She was on her feet before he had said a word, her book on the cushion, her eyes on him, and her entire attention given to whatever he was about to tell her.
“Joseph called”, he said. His voice was not level anymore. “They found — they may have found —”.
He couldn’t finish it. Jackie crossed the room and took his phone from his hand, which was shaking badly enough that she took it with both hands, and said “tell me the address” and he said “Rue Parthenais”. She was already moving, finding a pen from the side table drawer, writing the address on the notepad they kept on the coffee table, tearing the sheet off and pressing it into his hand. She put both hands on his face and looked at him and said, “go. I have the kids. Go”.
He left.
Hayden drove to Rue Parthenais through the Montreal evening with the address in his hand, his phone on the passenger seat, and his mind suspended because it had received something too large for its ordinary processes. The conscious thought was replaced by the pure forward motion of a body directed toward a destination. He drove, the city moved around him but he did not see it.
Two and a half years. The number moved through him on the drive with the dull insistent weight of something that had been waiting to be fully felt. Two and a half years of the empty condo, the car in the garage, the phone on the counter, the cold case, the memorial stone, Ilya calling the voicemail every night and the three markers in the Ottawa cemetery, and at the end of all of it Joseph calling on a Friday evening on the last day in June to say they had found someone who might be Shane Hollander in a cartel headquarters in Laval.
Hayden parked badly, half on the curb. He did not care, and went in.
Joseph was waiting for him in a room just inside the security checkpoint, a small administrative space with two chairs, a table and a fluorescent light that buzzed faintly. He stood up when Hayden came in and looked at him with a difficult expression on his face. He was in plainclothes, dark jacket, the lanyard of his credentials around his neck, and he looked tired in a way that went beyond the hour.
“Sit down”, Joseph said.
“I don’t want to sit down”, Hayden said. “Tell me”.
Joseph looked at him for a moment and then nodded, accepting this. “The property in Laval belonged to a man named Lopez. He’s been under investigation for eighteen months — cartel connections across eastern Canada, the US east coast and northern Mexico. The residence was used for multiple purposes, one of which was holding individuals for — personal use”. He said the last two words with the careful flatness like he had chosen them precisely because they were the least graphic available option that would convey the reality of the situation. “We found nine people in the residence. Each in a private room, each with evidence of extended captivity. Most of them were in poor condition. Several were showing signs of long-term IV heroin dependency — we believe they were kept compliant through forced addiction”.
Hayden looked at the scratched surface of the table. He looked at it, processed what Joseph had said, and felt it land in him piece by piece, each piece worse than the last.
“The man we believe may be Shane Hollander”, Joseph continued, “is in better physical condition than some of the others. He is lucid. He has been medically assessed and is stable. He has not identified himself by name”. Joseph paused. “He is thin. He has lost significant weight. He looks — different from the photographs we have on file”. He stopped. He looked at Hayden directly and his voice dropped slightly. “I want you to be prepared for how he looks, Hayden. I am not going to tell you it is going to be easy to see”.
Hayden looked at Joseph. “Is it him?”
“I believe so”, Joseph said. “But I need you to confirm it”.
“Take me to him”, Hayden said.
The corridor from the administrative area to the holding rooms was longer than it needed to be or shorter than it felt, the distance collapsing and expanding with the unreliability of distances measured by dread. Hayden walked behind Joseph and the white lights passed overhead at regular intervals. The building closed in around him, one secured door opening to another corridor opening to another door. His hands had stopped shaking and started again somewhere after the second door. He pressed them against the sides of his thighs as he walked and concentrated on the forward motion, on putting one foot in front of the other, on arriving.
Joseph stopped outside a door. Plain grey, a small reinforced window set into it. He turned to look at Hayden.
“He’s been given clean clothes. He's showered and been assessed”, Joseph said. “Medically he is stable. But I want you to understand — what you’re about to see is what two and a half years in that residence produced. Some of it is visible. Some of it will take longer to understand”. He paused. “Take all the time you need. There’s no rush”.
Hayden looked at the door.
He put his hand on the handle. He put his other hand on the doorframe, not for support, just for something to hold onto, just for the contact of his palm against something solid and real.
He opened the door.
The room was small, white, lit by bright overhead fluorescents, and contained a table and two chairs. A man was sitting in one of them, and the man was facing slightly away from the door. What Hayden saw first was the line of his shoulders, which were Shane’s shoulders in their structure but not in their substance, the bones of Shane’s shoulders present under a grey cotton shirt that was too large, and then the man turned at the sound of the door and Hayden saw his face.
His hand tightened on the doorframe.
The face was Shane’s. That was the first thing, undeniable, the profile and the jaw and the particular set of the brow that had been Shane’s since he was twenty and would be Shane’s until the end — but the face had been stripped of everything, reduced to its bony structure, and it held now was a hollowness so complete that it had become the dominant feature. He was thinner than Hayden had ever seen an adult in real life, thin in the way of photographs from histories Hayden had studied in school, the thinness that went past lean and past gaunt into something closer to elemental, the body reduced to what it could not shed. The skin across his cheekbones was pulled taut and the skin below them fell into shadows that should not have been there, and the overall effect was not of age but of its opposite — he looked younger than Hayden had ever seen him, younger and more exposed, the way a person looked when every layer of protection had been removed. He looked more vulnerable than Hayden had known Shane Hollander could look.
His eyes were larger in his face because the face around them contracted. They were open and they were Shane’s eyes, the right shade of dark brown, but they were the eyes of a man looking at the world from somewhere very deep inside himself, from a distance that was not physical, from wherever a person went when the world they were in for two and a half years required them to go somewhere else to survive it. There was no light in them in the way there had been in the past, the focused intelligence, the dry private humor, the warmth he rationed carefully in public and spent freely in private — and the absence of light went into Hayden’s chest like something sharp and jagged and stayed there.
His hair was short, recently washed, clean against his skull, and his hands were on the table in front of him. Hayden’s eyes went to the hands, went to the inner surface of the forearms where the sleeves of the too-large shirt had fallen back, and he saw the track marks and looked away from them immediately — not because he could not bear to see them, but because he could not afford to react to them now, could not afford to let what they meant land in him fully until he was not in this room, until Shane could not see how they landed.
Hayden stood in the doorway and looked at the man who was the remnant of Shane Hollander. He felt all emotions arrive at once — the grief of two and a half years and the relief of this moment and the fury at what had been done to Shane and the love that had never gone anywhere. The mix of feelings simultaneously produced something he had no word for. They moved through him in the doorway as he gripped tighter on the frame.
Hayden released the doorframe. He stepped into the room.
He moved slowly and steadily, avoiding any sudden changes, crossing the space between the door and the table with deliberate care, and he kept his eyes on Shane’s face. Shane’s eyes followed him across the room with a slowness that was not disinterest but effort, the eyes of a man for whom tracking required more than it should.
Hayden pulled out the chair across from Shane and sat down. He did not say anything immediately. He sat in the chair and looked at Shane across the table. He let Shane look back at him and gave him the time that was needed, the unhurried time since he had nowhere else to be and nothing more important to do than sit in this chair in this room and be looked at by his best friend.
“Shane”, he said. He kept his voice quiet, the name offered rather than asserted, and he watched it arrive in Shane’s face, watched the slow underwater movement behind his eyes, something shifting, something beginning the long journey from wherever it had been lifting to the surface.
Shane looked at him. The room was silent. Hayden could hear the buzz of fluorescent light and his own breathing and, faintly, the sounds of the ventilation system around them. He sat in the chair, held Shane’s gaze, and waited. The wait was the most important thing he had ever done, and he did it without any expression on his face except presence, except I am here, I am not going anywhere, and you have all the time there is.
Shane’s lips parted. He closed them. He looked at Hayden with those deep-set hollow eyes and the expression in them was indecipherable at this moment, was too many things at too low a resolution to read, and then very slowly, in the voice of someone using a faculty they had not used properly in a long time — not hoarse, not broken, just thin, reduced, a voice that had been living quietly for two and a half years and had not yet remembered its full strength — Shane said, “Hayden”.
Just his name. One word in that thin reduced voice and Hayden felt it go through him completely, felt the two and a half years collapse into the single syllable of his own name spoken by the voice he had been afraid he would never hear again, and he reached across the table and took Shane’s hands in both of his.
He felt them — the lightness, the boniness, the hands of a man whose body had been depleted — and he looked at Shane’s face. He did not look at the forearms, he held the hands and did not let go.
Shane looked at their joined hands. He looked at them for a long time and something in his face moved, shifted, some arrangement of the hollowness changed by a small and significant degree, and when he looked up at Hayden his eyes were fractionally closer to the surface than they had been, fractionally more present, the long slow return of the recognition that had been very far away beginning its first tentative movement toward the light.
“You’re here”, Shane said.
“I’m here”, Hayden said. He held Shane’s hands and looked at his face. He kept his voice steady and warm. He did not let what he was feeling show in a way that would cost Shane anything. “I’m right here. I’m not going anywhere”.
His hands turned slightly in Hayden’s grip — the smallest movement, involuntary, the body recognizing safety before the mind had finished its assessment — and his eyes stayed on Hayden’s face with effortful attention that seemed to exhaust their reserve.
“How”, Shane said.
“We’ll talk about all of it”, Hayden said. “There’s time. We have all the time you need”. He paused. "Right now I just need you to know that I’m here and you’re safe and we are not going anywhere until you’re ready”.
Shane looked at him for a long moment. Then he looked down at their joined hands again, at Hayden’s hands around his, and the expression that moved across his face was the most quietly devastating thing Hayden had seen in three years, a man who had stopped expecting to be cared for now was being shown the care and love but did not yet know what to do with that fact.
Hayden held his hands, did not look away from his face and did not let go.
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I know you all are eager for Hayden to call Ilya but unfortunately, Ilya and Shane are not going to reunite for another 2 chapters. Hayden has to be sure it's Shane and get an idea what kind of condition Shane is in and what happened to be in the right mind to call Ilya. It's still June 30th, flight is at 9am in the morning.
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  A guard brought water. Hayden had asked for it without releasing Shane’s hands, had turned toward the door and said quietly to the officer who looked in that he needed water and something to eat if there was anything. The officer nodded and left. Hayden had turned back to Shane. He found Shane watching him with those hollowed eyes, had simply stayed in the chair, held his hands and waited.
The water arrived in a plastic cup with a small plate of crackers. Hayden pushed it across the table toward Shane and watched Shane look at it with the slow deliberate attention, as though the world could not yet be taken in at the ambient level but had to be approached one thing at a time. He reached for the cup with both hands and drank from it slowly. Hayden watched his Adam’s apple move, looked at the thinness of his neck and looked away.
“You don’t have to tell me anything tonight”, Hayden said. “You don’t have to tell me anything at all if you don’t want to”.
Shane set the cup down. His gaze turned back to Hayden across the table. “I want to”, he said, in the thin quiet voice that Hayden was already learning to listen for carefully, to track for the words underneath the reduced volume. “I need to”. He paused. His eyes moved to the table and back. “I don’t know where to start”.
“Start wherever you can”, Hayden said. “I’m not going anywhere”.
Shane looked at the water. He looked at it for a long time. Hayden waited patiently, did not rush him and did not fill the silence. Outside the small room the detention center went about its nighttime operations. Shane sat across from him with his hands around the plastic cup. He began.
“It started with the foundation”, he said, his voice was low and words were chosen carefully.
“Fall of 2020. He made a donation — a large one. Larger than anything we'd received from a single donor before. His name was Lopez. I looked into him. Everything checked out — prominent Montreal businessman, venture capitalist, philanthropy, the kind of man whose charitable profile was part of his public identity”. He paused. “I thanked him through the foundation's administrative channels and thought nothing more of it until the invitation came.”
“What kind of invitation?” Hayden asked. He kept his voice very gentle, understanding that the wrong register could close a door that was only just open.
“A private dinner”, Shane said. “His home in Westmount. A gathering of Montreal's financial and philanthropic community, the kind of event I attended regularly. I went because it was the appropriate thing to do”. He stopped. “Cromwell mentioned Lopez approvingly on a call about the foundation's growth around the same time — said the relationship was exactly the kind of profile-raising the foundation needed, what the league needed, that I was doing the right thing by cultivating it”. A pause. “So I cultivated it”.
“More invitations”, Shane said. “Brand deal introductions. A media company looking for a youth sports ambassador. A clothing line whose founder was an investor in Lopez's firm. All of it legitimate. All of it exactly what it looked like”. He looked at the table. “I had no reason to question anything. I was doing what you do when you run a foundation — you build relationships with major donors, you attend their events, you represent the organization well. I was trying to do a good job, like how I always tried to do a good job”. He stopped. “And he was charming, like any successful businessman was. That's the thing I keep coming back to — how completely normal it all seemed. How completely normal he seemed. There was nothing wrong with any of it. Not until November”.
“November”, Hayden said.
“He asked to meet”, Shane said. “Private. His office. He framed it as a conversation about a donation for the foundation's next development phase”. He paused. “And then he told me what he actually wanted.”
Hayden looked at Shane's face and concentrated.
“He was very direct," Shane said. “Very calm. He told me he wanted sexual favors from me and he said it the way you'd table an item in a business meeting. No aggression, no threat — not yet — just the statement, as though it were the obvious next step in a relationship we had apparently been building toward”. His voice was completely flat. “I told him no. Immediately. I told him the meeting was over and if he raised it again I was going to the police and league. I stood up and I left”.
“I was angry”, Shane said. “Not frightened — not yet. I drove home and I started drafting the email to the foundation board. I was going to call Ilya. Then I was going to contact the foundation board and the league. I was completely certain”. He paused. “And then he called”.
“That evening”, Shane said. “He said there was something I might want to see before I made any decisions. He said it very pleasantly. The next morning an envelope arrived at my building by hand courier. No return address. My name on the front in block letters”. He looked at Hayden’s fingers tightening around his hands. “Inside were photographs. Of me and Ilya. Not overly explicit — but assembled together they told a story that wasn't ambiguous. Getting into each other's cars holding hands. A photograph through a window somewhere that I still can't identify, the two of us inside together hugging and kissing”.
Hayden looked at Shane's face and kept his own face stable, said nothing.
“I debated to go to the police at that point”, Shane said. “I sat at my kitchen table with the photographs spread out in front of me and I told myself the right thing was clear and I was going to do it. I started drafting the statement”. He paused. “And then you called from the roadside”.
“Then you had your accident”, he said.
Hayden went still. He looked at Shane. Shane was looking at his hands.
“The next morning Lopez called me”, Shane said. The flatness was complete now, the words delivered from behind something solid and necessary. “He said it was unfortunate about your car. He said these things happened. He said he hoped your family was okay”. A pause. “He said he hoped your family would continue to be okay”.
Hayden’s breath hitched.
“He sent photographs that afternoon”, Shane said. “Of you. Of Jackie. Of Ruby and Jade at their school. Of Arthur at the park near your house. Of Ilya leaving practice and in his backyard in Westboro. Of my mom and dad in their driveway”. He stopped. “They were private photographs. They were current photographs. All of them were taken recently. Within the week.”
Hayden looked at the table and felt something cold and furious move through him and held it where it was, in his chest, where it could not reach his face.
“I wanted to go to the police anyway”, Shane said. “I wrote out the statement three times. And every time I wrote it I thought about your little ones, I thought about Ilya oblivious in his back yard, about Mom and Dad going about their day unaware of the danger, and I — I couldn’t finish it”. He looked up at Hayden and his eyes were steady with effort. “I couldn’t, Hayden”.
“I know”, Hayden’s voice cracked. He meant it absolutely. “I know”.
Shane looked at him for a moment and then looked back at the table. He ate one of the crackers mechanically, without tasting it, and Hayden waited.
“His demands escalated after the accident”, Shane said. “He didn’t just want occasional — he wanted me available to him permanently. He wanted me to disappear from my life and come to his private residence and stay. He wanted me there for his exclusive use. Whenever he wanted, whatever he wanted”. Shane said this with the dejection that was not absence of feeling but the most sophisticated and costly form of managing his feelings, that certain things could only be spoken about from very far away. “He gave me time to decide. He said he was patient and he wanted me to come to the decision properly”.
He stopped. He looked at the blank wall behind Hayden and then back at the table.
“I went to Ottawa for Christmas”, Shane said. “I had decided I was going to tell Ilya. Whatever it cost, I was going to tell him and we would face it together”. He stopped. “But when I looked at him all through Christmas day and he seemed — he was so unhappy. Distant. And I thought about what bringing this to his door would mean, what it would do to his career, his life, and I —,” he stopped again. Something moved through his face, a ripple in the flat demeanor. “And then Boxing Day. We fought. He asked for a break. He told me to leave”.
Hayden looked at him carefully.
“I drove back to Montreal”, Shane said. “I sat in the parking garage for a long time”. He paused. He picked up the cup and held it without drinking. “I thought about how unhappy Ilya had looked. How much danger and misery I am dragging him through when his life was already full of them. I thought about the photographs of your children. I thought about my Mom and Dad in their driveway not knowing anything was wrong”. His voice was very quiet. “And I decided that everyone would be safer if I just — removed myself. If I disappeared, Lopez would have what he wanted and you would all be safe. Ilya could move on and be happy because he clearly wanted to move on.”
He stopped and set the cup down.
“Before I went to Lopez I wanted to see your family one last time”, he said. “I came to your house on the thirtieth. I held Amber”. He reflected. Something raw crossed his face. “I needed to see that you were all okay. That they were okay”. He looked at Hayden’s glassy eyes. “And then I left your house. I called Lopez and said I agreed. I drove my car back to the parking garage of my condo, left my phone charging on the kitchen counter. Grabbed all the photographs he sent me per instructions. I got in a car he sent, waiting 4 blocks away.”
The room held this. Hayden looked at Shane across the table and thought about the thirtieth of December, 2020, about Shane in his living room with Amber in his lap, about the grief underneath the warmth that he had seen and had not understood, and felt the full significance of what he had missed land in him now, two and a half years too late.
“What happened when you got there?” Hayden asked warily. “You don’t have to tell me everything. But I need to understand.”
Shane looked at the table. He was quiet for a long moment, his hands still around the cup, and Hayden waited.
“The first week was — manageable”, Shane said. “I had a room. I had relative freedom within the house. I told myself I could survive it. That it was something contained and finite”. He stopped. “After the first week they started with the injections. They told me it was B12. For stress and fatigue. It didn’t matter because it’s not like I could refuse”. He said it without any inflection, just the fact. “After two weeks I understood what it was. By then it mattered even less.”
Shane stopped. He looked at his forearms and then looked away.
“The injections made things — tolerable”, Shane said, and the word tolerable carried everything in it that could not be said directly, the full two and a half years compressed into one word that contained it all and none of what he endured. “After a while I stopped thinking about the outside. I stopped thinking about — most things. Time worked differently. Days were stretched long and indifferent. I don’t have a clear account of time”. He paused. “Lopez came when he came. I learned what was expected and I —”, he stopped completely. He looked at the wall. “I survived it”, he said. “I survived it.”
Hayden looked at Shane’s face and held everything he was feeling in his chest and said, voice very restrained, “I know”.
“I didn’t know anything about the outside”, Shane said. “About what was happening. They didn’t tell me anything and I stopped asking”. He looked back at Hayden. “I didn’t know about the investigation. I didn’t know until tonight when they came into the room and told me it was over and I didn’t — I didn’t understand what that meant for a while”. He paused. “I didn’t understand that it meant I was leaving”.
“I thought —”Shane hesitated. He looked at the table again. “I thought I was going to be there until I wasn’t anymore. I had stopped thinking about it differently after that”.
The ventilation system hummed. Hayden sat with what Shane had just said and felt it sit in him like something that would take a long time to fully absorb, the casual horizon of what Shane had lived with. He sat in the chair, held the table’s edge and breathed.
“Is everyone okay?” Shane said. The question came out suddenly and Hayden heard in it all the months it had been living inside Shane, the question carried for two and a half years with no way to answer it.
Hayden took a deep breath. “Everyone who is here is okay”, he said.
Shane looked at him. The directness of his gaze sharpened slightly, the focused intelligence coming through the fog for a moment, and Hayden watched him hear the precision of the answer and understood what it meant.
“Hayden”, Shane said.
“Shane —”
“Who isn’t here?”
Hayden looked at the table and then looked at Shane. He understood that the only honest thing was the full truth, delivered clearly, because Shane had been through enough dishonesty and offering him anything less now was its own kind of cruelty.
“Your mom”, Hayden said. “She passed away last October. A road accident”. He paused. “Your dad was diagnosed with cancer after that. He passed away in May. 2 months ago”.
The silence that followed was the silence of something enormous landing in a space that was already full. Shane sat across from him and the even demeanor left his face and what replaced it was the rawness underneath. He looked at Hayden with those large hollow brown eyes and said nothing.
“Both of them”, Shane said. His voice was barely sound.
“Yes”, Hayden said.
Shane looked at his hands. He looked at them for a long time and Hayden watched his face. The grief moved through Shane in the subdued way. A body had very little left to give to the grief but was exhausting everything it had. The quiet devastation of someone too depleted for the full weight of what they were being told but receiving it nonetheless, receiving it in the bones if not yet in the full register of feeling.
“Mom”, he said, very quietly, to his hands. Then: “Dad”.
Hayden sat and did not speak.
Shane was silent for a while. Then, barely audible, almost to himself, he said: “they still weren’t safe. After everything. They still weren’t safe”.
“The accident wasn’t Lopez”, Hayden said carefully. “It wasn’t connected to any of this”.
“I know”, Shane said. He said it in a way that suggested he did know but it did not make it less true that he had believed he was protecting them and they were gone anyway, that the architecture of sacrifice he had built was sitting in rubble around him tonight in this small white room.
Hayden sat with him in the quiet room. He sat and did not try to fill it and did not try to move. Letting Shane take all the time he needed.
After a while Shane looked up. “Ilya”, he said. “He must have —”, he wavered. “After the fight. He asked for a break. He must have moved on”.
“He did not”, Hayden said.
Shane shook his head slowly. “He seemed so unhappy all through Christmas. He was —.”
“He had been devastated”, Hayden said. He said it clearly, without softening the truth, without ambiguity. “For two and a half years. He hired private investigators — at least four different firms. He drove to Montreal regularly to maintain your condo. He paid your bills. He kept everything exactly as you left it”. He paused. “He called your voicemail every single night since the fifth of January 2021”.
Shane stared at him.
“Every night, Shane. For two and a half years. He never missed a night”.
Shane shook his head slowly. Not in refusal — more the involuntary motion of a man receiving information that his body had not yet caught up to, the head moving before the mind had fully processed what was being said. He looked like someone standing in a room that was being rearranged around him while he watched, unable yet to understand what it was going to look like when it was done. “He told me to leave, he said. He asked for a break —.”
“I know what he did”, Hayden said. “And he has spent two and a half years with that knowledge too. It had been killing him”. He looked at Shane directly. “He was there for your parents, Shane. For both of them, at the end. He took care of them the whole time. He was in Ottawa because of you and he stayed because of them and he was there when they needed someone”.
Shane’s face held too many things at once — the two and a half years of believing Ilya had moved on sitting alongside everything Hayden was telling him now, and the two pieces of information could not coexist without something breaking. Hayden could see the destruction happening in real time, the architecture of what Shane had believed cracking under the weight of what was actually true. It was neither relief nor resolution. It was the moment just before both of those came through, raw and disorienting but necessary.
“Don’t tell him”, Shane said finally. His voice was almost urgent. “What happened to me. What Lopez did. Don’t tell Ilya”.
“That’s not possible”, Hayden said. “Lopez’s arrest is going to be public. Your name will be connected to it. It’s already unstoppable”.
Shane closed his eyes. He sat with his eyes closed. Hayden watched his face and watched something move through it, some long and private reckoning.
“Maybe it won’t matter”, Shane said. His voice was solemn and even and entirely without drama, stating something he had been living with for long enough that it had become a simple fact. “In the end”.
The air in the room tensed. Hayden found it hard to breathe. He looked at Shane across the table and heard the meaning clearly. He felt something cold and sharp move through him that swept everything else aside.
“Shane”, he said. He kept his voice level with the full force of everything he had. “Look at me”.
Shane opened his eyes and looked at him.
“I need you to tell me what you mean by that”, Hayden said.
Shane looked at him for a long moment and did not answer, which spoke volumes than any words could have. Hayden sat across and held his gaze. He did not shift, did not reach for his phone and did not move, terrified that any change in the atmospheric composition in the small white room will bring Shane closer to the horrendous conclusion.
He did not leave for another two hours.
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  His bag was by the door.
One bag, Ilya had reduced it to one, in the same efficient way he had reduced his life over the past months. The same logic was applied to luggage as had been applied to the cars and the watches and the storage unit, stripped away of excess until what remained was the minimum required for life. One bag by the door of Shane’s Montreal condo, a flight from Trudeau airport at nine in the morning, the June dark night outside the window and the city going about its pre-Canada day preparations with the complete indifference of the universe that did not know and would not have cared that a man was lying in the dark in a condo on this street for the last time.
He was on Shane’s bed with his clothes on, on top of the covers, the key in his right hand, feeling its specific weight and shape against his palm. Shane had given it to him in 2018, passed between them with the ease of two people for whom the exchange of keys was a statement that seemed to mark an important milestone of their relationship. Ilya had put it on his keyring and it had been there ever since, through Boston and Ottawa and two and a half years of letting himself into this condo to maintain a life that had been suspended and might never resume.
Tomorrow morning it would not matter what the key was for.
He was not thinking about Moscow directly or about what came after Moscow. He had made an agreement with himself that he was not going to think about what came after Moscow until he was there, until he was standing at his mother’s grave. His Mama would tell him what to do. The agreement had held through the drive from Ottawa, the thoughts are at the perimeter of his mind where they could be sensed but not fully accessed. He laid on the bed, looked at the ceiling, and was very tired.
It was definitely not the exhaustion of a single sleepless night. The tiredness of two and a half years worth of grief and guilt, so thoroughly settled into him that he could no longer remember what it felt like without them.
Ilya’s phone rang. He turned his head and looked at the screen. Bright in the dark. Hayden Pike.
He looked at it for two rings, three. Hayden did not call at this hour without cause and some part of him knew this. Other parts of him were simply very exhausted and the thought of talking to another person about what might come after his visit to his mother’s grave required the energy he did not possess. But Hayden was persistent. His phone rang again after Ilya let the first call rang out. With a groan, Ilya answered.
“Ilya”. Hayden’s voice was wrong. It was Hayden’s voice stretched over something colossal, containing a pressure at the very limit, and the wrongness moved across the earpiece, through the dark of the bedroom and closed a hand around the heart in Ilya’s chest before he had understood what he was hearing.
“Hayden”, he said.
“I need” — Hayden stopped. Ilya could hear him breathing, could hear the effort. After almost three years of watching Hayden managing through terrible things he had never seen it done with such difficulty. Ilya sat up on the bed and waited.
“They found him”, Hayden said. His voice broke on the last word, broke completely, raw and hoarse. “Ilya, they found Shane”.
The words arrived.
Ilya heard them and his body moved before his mind did, off the bed and standing, the phone hard against his ear, and the bedroom around him stayed exactly as it was but was completely transformed. The same darkness and the same ceiling and the same quiet city outside the window but all of it was altered beyond recognition, the air in it different, the sound of appliances different, the shade of orange streetlight below different.
“Hayden”, he said. His voice came from somewhere very deep inside him, low and strange in his own ears.
“He’s alive”, Hayden said.
The two words landed with the full force of everything they had not been for two and a half years. Ilya heard them and his legs stopped being reliable. He moved out of the bedroom and down the hallway with one hand on the wall, into the kitchen and stood there in the dark. Hayden was talking, was saying things about a cartel raid, a residence in Laval, a detention center on Rue Parthenais. Ilya heard the words and could not yet do anything with them. He was standing in Shane’s kitchen in the dark while he’s alive going through him in waves and each wave was larger than the last.
His legs gave out.
He caught himself against the kitchen counter and went down slowly, back against the cabinet, until he was sitting on the floor with the phone against his ear. He sat on the floor and his hands were shaking. He noticed this the way you noticed things happening to your body when your mind was elsewhere else, as a peripheral fact, both hands trembling with a fine continuous tremor that was entirely outside his control, his body making the only response available to it when it was asked to make a sudden turn from the direction it had been pointing for months. He had been pointing at Moscow. At his mother’s grave. At the dark dread of uncertainty after that. His body had been calibrated in that direction for a very long time. Hayden had said they found Shane, he’s alive and that calibration broke.
“Ilya”, Hayden said. “Are you there?”
“Yes”. The word came out barely above a whisper. “Yes, I am here”.
“Can you drive? Tonight. Can you come?”
Ilya looked at his hand on the floor, the key in it, the tremor moving through his fingers. He looked at it and felt he’s alive arrive again, another wave, this one carrying more of the full weight of what those words meant — what they meant about the voicemail called every night for nine hundred and twelve nights, what they meant about the bag by the door and the one-way ticket, what they meant about the empty house in Westboro, what they meant about the three stones in Ottawa cemetery.
“Yes, of course”, he said. “I am coming”.
“Ilya”. Hayden’s voice dropped into the tone it used when it needed to cut through everything else. “He doesn’t look the way you remember. He’s been through a lot— just be prepared. Okay?”
“Yes”, Ilya said. “I understand”.
He ended the call. He sat on the floor of Shane’s kitchen, held the phone in one hand and the key in the other. His face was wet, which he noticed without surprise, the tears simply there. He did not wipe them away. He sat with them on the floor in the dark, let those words sink into his body and let his hands shake.
He sat on the floor for a long time. The city breathed outside the window. It was the same condo he had walked through hours ago for what he had believed was the last time, the coffee maker, the mugs and the hoodie in his bag and the key that was no longer simply pieces of grief.
Eventually the tremor in his hands subsided. He sat in the quiet until it was mostly gone and then he stood, slowly, and put the key back in his pocket.
He went to the front door. He looked at the bag for a moment, the one bag he had reduced everything. Then he picked it up, walked out of the condo down to the parking garage and got in his car.
Shane’s car was still beside his. It had been there since the thirtieth of December 2020, two and a half years of accumulated dust on the hood and the same faint layer of grime on the windows that had been there the first time Ilya had come down here since Shane disappeared. He had stood beside this car in January 2021 and understood for the first time that Shane had not driven anywhere, had left some other way or been taken some other way, and the car had been the first wall he ran into in those early days, the first thing that would not yield to any explanation that ended with Shane coming back on his own. He had looked at it then and he looked at it now. It was the same car in the same space and Shane was alive. Shane was back.
Then he started the car and drove toward Rue Parthenais.
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  The drive to Rue Parthenais took eleven minutes and Ilya did not remember a single one of them.
He was in the parking garage of Shane’s building and then he was pulling up outside the detention center. The eleven minutes between those two points existed in his memory as a smear of city light, the dark streets and the sound of the engine, nothing more. His mind was entirely elsewhere, not in the car and not on the road but somewhere in the space between he’s alive and the building in front of him which contained, apparently, the proof. He parked and sat in the car for a moment, looked at the building — concrete and lit windows of an institutional building — and felt the two and a half years arrange themselves behind him one final time, the full length of the corridor he had walked to get to this moment. Then he got out of the car.
Hayden was waiting outside. He was standing near the entrance with his coat still on despite the June warmth, his arms crossed over his chest holding a posture that was getting increasingly difficult by the hour. He saw Ilya cross the car park and something in his face adjusted — relief and grief in equal measure, with the news that was both the best and the worst they had ever had to carry simultaneously.
They looked at each other in the car park outside the detention center at twenty past midnight. Two and a half years of driving to Ottawa and back, of hospital corridors, kitchen tables and a hallway where they had held each other and cried. Ten years of rivalry dissolved by grief into something neither of them had chosen, but both are grateful for. Ilya said “tell me” and Hayden told him.
“His name is Lopez”, Hayden started. “Montreal businessman — venture capitalist, philanthropist, prominent in the city. He made a large donation to the Irina Foundation in fall 2020. Shane met him through that, started attending his functions, brand introductions, and events. Cromwell encouraged the relationship. Everything looked legitimate”. He paused. “Then Lopez told Shane what he actually wanted. Sexual favors. He was direct about it. Shane refused immediately”. He glanced at Ilya. “Lopez responded by telling Shane he knew about you two — he had photographs proving your relationship without ambiguity— and threatened to expose everything, ending both your careers. Shane was going to go to the police anyway. He was going to call you and you were going to deal with it together”.
Ilya was motionless.
“Then my car accident happened”, Hayden said.
Ilya looked straight at him.
“The morning after the accident”, Hayden continued, “Lopez called Shane and said it was unfortunate about the car. He said he hoped my family was okay. He said he hoped they would continue to be okay”. He held Ilya’s gaze. “That afternoon he sent Shane photographs. Of me. Of Jackie. Of Ruby and Jade at their school. Of Arthur at the park near our house. Of Yuna and David in their driveway. Of you, leaving practice and in your back yard. Current photographs, Ilya. Taken within the week”.
Ilya said nothing. He looked at Hayden and his face was strained, the jaw set and the eyes very still and the rest of emotions held down by the brutal force of long practice.
“Shane wrote out the police statement three times”, Hayden said. “He couldn’t finish it. Every time he got to the end of it he thought about you, about my kids, about his parents. What those photographs meant about what Lopez is capable of”. He stopped. “And then Lopez’s demands escalated. He didn’t just want what he’d asked for before. He wanted Shane permanently. Kept at his residence, available to him exclusively, disappeared from his own life. For his own sexual pleasure. Whenever he wanted, whatever he wanted”. He paused. “That was what the past two and a half years were, Ilya”.
The night was warm and very still around them.
“Shane went to Ottawa for Christmas intending to tell you everything”, Hayden said. “He had made the decision. He was going to tell you and you were going to go to the police together and face it regardless of the cost”. He looked at Ilya carefully. “Then the Boxing Day fight happened. You asked him to leave. You asked for a break.”
Ilya looked at the ground before Hayden could see his heart breaking.
“He drove back to Montreal”, Hayden said. “He came to our house on the thirtieth — I understand now that he wanted to see the kids one last time. He held Amber. He sat in my living room and said goodbye to my family without any of us knowing that’s what he was doing”. Hayden’s voice was low and even. “And then he left and he called and told Lopez he agreed.” He stopped. “He believed everyone would be safer without him in their lives. He looked at the fight and decided you had wanted to end things anyway. He thought his disappearance was the only solution that kept everyone safe.”
“After the first week”, Hayden continued, “Lopez started injecting him with heroin. Told him it was a B12 supplement but doesn’t matter anyway because he always held the threat of our safety above Shane. By the time Shane understood what it was, his body was already dependent”. He paused. “He’s been physically dependent for two and a half years. He’s stable tonight — the medical team has assessed him. But he is very thin, Ilya, significantly, and he has been through things that are going to take a long time to understand from the outside”. He took a breath. “He told me he doesn’t want to talk about the details of what the two and a half years were like. Not yet. And that’s — that’s him to decide”.
“What else”, Ilya said. His voice came out shaky.
“He didn’t know about Yuna and David”, Hayden said. “I told him tonight”.
Ilya closed his eyes briefly, took a deep breath and opened them.
“And I told him about you”, Hayden said. “That you never stopped looking, never stopped loving him. That you maintained his condo, paid his bills, kept everything exactly as he left it. That you were with his parents at the end, both of them. That you called his voicemail every single night. That you had a one way ticket to Russia in the morning.” He looked at Ilya. “He couldn’t believe it. He kept saying you had asked for a break, that you must have moved on, that you seemed so miserable through Christmas, and I kept telling him you hadn’t moved on and I don’t think it fully landed. He’s going to need to hear it from you directly”.
“I will tell him”, Ilya said.
“There is one more thing”, Hayden said.
Ilya looked at him.
Hayden looked back, arriving at the words he had been most dreading saying. “When I told him his name was going to be connected to the arrest, that it couldn’t be kept from you, he went very quiet”. He paused. “And then he said, very calmly, not dramatically at all, he said maybe it won’t matter in the end”.
Ilya looked at Hayden. Hayden looked at Ilya and the words sat between them in the summer night. Ilya understood them with full clarity because he had spent months living adjacent to a similar place himself. He knew how close to the edge a person had to be, for the thought to have stopped being a crisis but settled as a fact.
“How long ago”, Ilya said.
“About two hours. I stayed. I didn’t leave him alone after that. He’s with an officer now”.
“Has he said more?”
“No. But the way he said it, Ilya — it wasn’t a sudden thought. It was well thought through. Matter of fact. Like something he’d been living alongside for a long time and had simply allowed to surface for a moment”. Hayden looked at him steadily. “I think he has been living with it for a while”.
Ilya looked at the entrance of the building and let everything Hayden had told him arrive fully — Lopez, the photographs, the captivity, the residence, the heroin, the two and a half years of suffering. He had spent two and a half years imagining what had happened to Shane, had constructed versions in the dark of the Westboro house on the worst nights, and none of the versions had come close to this. The reality of it was darker and more painful than anything his imagination had produced. He stood in the car park and looked at the building that contained Shane, letting the reality be what it was without trying to make it smaller.
“The photographs of me”, he said. “Lopez had photographs of me and Shane, of your kids, of Yuna and David.”
“Yes”, Hayden said.
“And he used them as leverage”.
“Yes”.
“And Shane —,” Ilya stopped. He looked at the ground. He looked at it for a long moment and when he looked up his face was broken open in a way Hayden had never seen on him, not through two and a half years of grief, not at Yuna's funeral, not at David's graveside. It was a mix of pain and heart break in the rawest form at the realization of truth that was far worse than anything he had been prepared for. “He walked into that place himself. He chose to go there. Because he thought I was better off without him, because he was trying to protect people he loved, and the fight — our fight — gave him a reason to believe the sacrifice was also what I wanted.”
“Yes”, Hayden said quietly.
“He spent two and a half years”, Ilya said, “believing I had moved on. That everyone was fine. That his sacrifice had worked”. His voice was even to his surprise. “And I spent two and a half years calling his voicemail, hiring investigators, maintaining his condo and being oblivious. The last thing I said to him before he walked into that place was I need a break. I need some space. I think you should go”. He stopped. “And those words were what made him decide to give himself up. He stood at the door, said I love you and I said nothing. He drove to Montreal and he walked into a residence in Laval because he believed that was the right thing to do, that was what I would have wanted. I was in my Westboro house planning the conversation I was going to have when he came back”.
“Ilya”, Hayden said. His voice was firm.
Ilya looked at him.
“You did not put him in that residence”, Hayden said. “Lopez put him in that residence. Shane made the choice he made because he was terrified. He was trying to protect the people he loved, and the fight gave him a reason to believe the sacrifice was also what you wanted — but that is not the same as the fight causing it. Lopez caused it. Lopez built the trap and closed it. Shane walked into it because he had been left with no other option he could live with”. He held Ilya’s gaze. “You need to understand the difference. Not for your sake — for his. He does not need you to walk into that room and see guilt on your face. He has enough of his own”.
Ilya looked at Hayden with glistening eyes. “I understand”, he said.
“Do you?” Hayden said. Not a challenge, a genuine question.
“Yes”, Ilya said. And then, more quietly: “I understand that knowing the difference and feeling the difference are not the same thing. But I know which one matters in that room and it is not what I feel”.
Hayden looked back at him for a while and then nodded.
“How does he look?”, Ilya said. “Tell me honestly”.
Hayden was quiet, pondering what to say before his voice cracked. “Horrible, Ilya. He’s thin, more than you can imagine. His face is — the profile is the same, he is unmistakably Shane, but everything else has been stripped back. He looks younger, strangely — more exposed, more vulnerable than I have ever seen him. His eyes are very large on his face and they are Shane’s eyes but the light in them is gone. He moves slowly. He speaks slowly and quietly”. He paused. “He has been keeping his back to the walls. He is startled if something moves too fast. He is going to need a great deal of time and a great deal of care and he is —”, Hayden stopped. His voice when he continued was barely above a sob. “He is still Shane. Underneath this he is still Shane. But he has forgotten that about himself and he is going to need help to remember it.”
Ilya absorbed this.
“He may be frightened when he sees you”, Hayden said. “Not of you specifically. But unexpected arrivals in enclosed spaces have a different meaning for him now. Don’t move toward him quickly. Don’t crowd him. Give him every chance to stop you or to set the pace. Let him decide the distance and the contact”. Hayden paused. “And Ilya — whatever you’re carrying from that Boxing Day, whatever guilt or grief or anger at Lopez, whatever you have been carrying for two and a half years — you put all of it aside the moment you walk through that door. He needs one thing from you in that room and it is simply that you are there and you are steady and you are not going anywhere”.
“I know”, Ilya said.
“Do you want me to come with you?”.
“No”, Ilya said. “Thank you. But no”.
Hayden nodded. They looked at each other in the car park and neither of them said more, because no words were sufficient to cover what they went through together in the last two and half years.
“Go”, Hayden said. “He’s been waiting long enough”.
Ilya turned toward the building and went in.
He was taken through the security checkpoints by a young officer who had been expecting him, who moved efficiently and without unnecessary conversation, which Ilya was grateful for. The corridors of the building were fluorescent-lit. Ilya moved with the echoes of his steps bouncing off the walls. He had been in motion for two and half years towards this destination and now he is only three minutes away.
Second security checkpoint. Third door on the left. The officer stopped outside it and said the person inside had been informed someone was coming. Ilya thanked him and the officer stepped back.
Ilya stood outside the door.
He stood there and looked at the grey surface and felt, for the first time since Hayden’s call, a feeling that was not shock or urgency, but an understanding of what this door represented, what was on the other side. The two and a half years of voicemail, cold case reports, the memorial stone, the Montreal condo, Shane’s hoodie in his bag, and the one-way ticket had dissolved the moment Hayden said he’s alive, dissolved so completely that he could barely now reconstruct their shapes, barely remember what it had felt like to be pointed at Moscow with no return flight booked.
He had stood outside many doors in his life. He had stood outside locker rooms before games that mattered tremendously and had felt his body calibrate itself for what lay on the other side. He had stood outside hospital rooms and outside the rooms of grieving people and outside Shane’s condo in the dark for two and a half years. He prayed to his dead mother that he was prepared to open this one as he laid his hand on the handle.
The room was small, white, and brightly lit. Shane was sitting in the chair with his back to the door, and what Ilya saw first was the back of his head — the dark hair, short and clean against his skull, the familiar shape, — and then the line of his shoulders in the grey institutional shirt, and the shoulders were Shane’s shoulders in their structure, in the specific way they carried themselves that Ilya had memorized across fifteen years, but they were reduced, the broad capable shoulders that Ilya remembered whittled down to something narrower and more fragile, the bones present in a way they had never been present before. Ilya stood in the doorway, looked at the back of Shane Hollander’s head and felt something happen in him that was not describable in any language he had available, the collision of fifteen years of loving this person with two and a half years of believing he might never see him again. The collision produced something gigantic and entirely silent that moved through him from his feet upward and left him gripping the doorframe with one hand.
Shane turned around.
He turned at the sound of the door opening, slowly and carefully, overwhelmingly cautious of what came through doors. Shane’s face was visible to Ilya now. One look at it Ilya’s hand tightened on the door handle until the knuckles were white.
He had been warned. Hayden had warned him. He had said yes. He believed he was prepared but he was so wrong. No description could have done the justice of the changes on the features of the man he loved so much. Shane was thin in the way that Hayden had described and also in a way that went beyond description. The face was reduced to bare minimum, the cheekbones too prominent and the jaw too sharp and the skin across it pulled taut uncharacteristic of a thirty-two year old man. The constellation of freckles that he used to worship in the nook hours of early morning, faded behind the pallor. His eyes were very large on his thin face, larger than Ilya ever remembered them. They were open and they were Shane’s eyes — the right color, the right shape, brown and dark and the most familiar eyes in Ilya’s world — but the gleam of light was gone and they were looking out from somewhere very deep inside himself, from a distance that was not measurable. The absence of twinkle in the brown eyes was what breaks Ilya the hardest, worse than the hollowness, than the pallor, even worse than the track marks on Shane’s forearms that Ilya noticed in the first second that he filed away in the part of his brain that was already thinking about what came next, what needed to happen, what he was going to spend the rest of his life doing if that was what it took.
He looked at Shane’s face and thought about every night he had lain staring at the ceiling of his Westboro house and wondered what Shane’s face looked like now, where he was, whether he was okay. He saw Shane now. He was not okay, he was far from okay, but he was still the most beautiful face Ilya had seen in the two and half years.
Shane looked at the doorway and saw Ilya. His face did several things in very rapid succession — the recognition arrived first, undeniable and immediate, the recognition of the face he had known for fifteen years, then there was fear and disbelief as if seeing Ilya was something he never thought would be possible in his lifetime. Shane pushed back in the chair and stood. He backed up until he was against the wall. His eyes on Ilya and his chest moving with the effort of his rapid breath.
Ilya stopped. He stopped completely, both feet inside the door, with the door left open. He did not move. He did not speak. He held himself entirely still and let Shane look at him, let the room be as quiet as it needed to be.
“You’re not supposed to be here”, Shane said. His voice was thin, rough and very quiet but it was Shane’s voice, unmistakably Shane’s voice, and hearing it after two and a half years of the voicemail, after two and a half years of hey it’s Shane leave a message, after two and a half years of twelve seconds and then silence, hearing it directed at him and present and real and in the same room as him produced something in Ilya that moved through him in a wave that threatened to take him off his feet, so he gripped the doorframe and held himself upright and breathed.
“I know”, Ilya said.
Shane looked at him. He was pressed against the wall with his hands flat against it behind him. His eyes were on Ilya’s face. He was breathing in the shallow careful way of trying to manage a response that wanted to be larger than what his body could currently accommodate. Ilya looked at him and felt everything Hayden had told him in the car park move through him — the grief and the love and the fury, all stuffed in his chest which did not have enough room but he would have to contain them there anyway because nothing could reach his face. His face needed to be one expression right now. It needed to be steady, warm, present and entirely without demand, the face of someone who had come a long way but was not in a hurry and was not going to take anything that was not freely given. He tried his best to arrange his face into that and stepped fully into the room.
“I know I’m not supposed to be here”, he said. “But I am here”.
Shane watched him. The fear in his eyes was not fear of Ilya, — was the more general fear of a man whose relationship to unexpected arrivals in enclosed rooms had been irrevocably altered. Ilya sat with this understanding and tried to not let it break him. He let it govern every choice he made, every pace, angle and distance.
He did not move toward Shane immediately. He moved to the table, to the nearest chair, pulled it out and sat down — reduced his own height, made himself smaller, less sudden, less like something coming toward Shane, more like something that was simply present in the room. Shane could choose to engage with or not as he needed. He sat in the chair and looked at Shane against the wall and waited.
“Ilya”, Shane said. Just his name. He said it the way you said the name of a person you had not been sure you would ever speak to again — quietly, carefully, as though the word itself might not hold. Ilya sat in the chair and heard his own name in Shane's voice for the first time in two and a half years. His heart breaking but also full of relief and love, arriving simultaneously, behemothic and indistinguishable from each other. He kept those feelings off his face, kept his expression steady and said nothing.
Shane looked at him for what felt like forever. He looked at Ilya with those large hollowed eyes and whatever was moving behind them moved slowly, with effort, and the room was very quiet around them.
“You were supposed to —”, Shane started. He stopped. He looked at the wall to his left and then back at Ilya. “Hayden said you had a flight”.
“I did”, Ilya said.
“To Russia”.
“Yes”.
“One way”, Shane said.
The word sat in the room. Ilya looked at Shane. Shane looked back and between them the word contained the dread they were both feeling on the edge of.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
Shane closed his eyes. He stood against the wall with his eyes closed and his hands flat against the surface behind him. His chest moved with his breath. Ilya sat in the chair and looked at his face, thought about the cemetery at two in the morning and come back said into the still June night, thought about the voicemail called from Shane’s kitchen floor less than two hours ago, thought about the information from Hayden’s call arriving in tides on the drive to Rue Parthenais and still arriving now, quieter but deeper, the understanding of its significance more profound with each repetition.
He had waited two and a half years for this room. Had driven to Montreal and maintained a condo, called a voicemail, stood at a memorial stone, buried Yuna and David, bought a one-way ticket and laid on Shane’s bed holding a key. All had been pointed at this room. Now he was in it and Shane was in it. They were separated by eight feet of white floor, two and a half years of everything that had happened to both of them. Ilya sat in the chair and let the distance be exactly what it was and did not try to close it by force. And it was expending all his self control.
Shane opened his eyes.
Something in his face had modified slightly, some small rearrangement, the fear still present but differently configured, occupying less of the available surface. He looked at Ilya with the large dark eyes and his breathing had slowed somewhat and his hands against the wall behind him had loosened from their flat press into something more natural. Ilya watched all of this and waited. He let Shane move at whatever pace Shane needed to move.
“Hayden said —,” Shane started. He stopped. He looked at the floor and then at Ilya. “He said you called my voicemail. Every night.”
“Yes”, Ilya said.
“For two and a half years”.
“Yes”.
Shane looked at Ilya. His face showed the fundamental belief of the last two and half years had altered. The change was enormous and visible, clearly taking all Shane had in reserve.
“I thought — ,” he said. “I thought you had moved on. I thought you wanted —.” he stopped. His jaw tightened. “You asked for a break”.
“I know”, Ilya said. “I know I did”. He kept his voice level and clear, stating a fact about himself without flinching from it. “I was wrong. I read the pause wrong. I was hurt. I was proud. I asked you to leave and you left. I have not stopped being sorry for that. Not for one day in two and a half years”.
Shane looked at him.
“I was going to call you”, Ilya said. “The next day. Or the day after. I thought there was time. I thought we had survived twelve years and we would survive a fight”. He paused. “And then Hayden called me and told me your phone was on the counter and your car was in the garage. But you were gone.”
Something moved across Shane’s face.
“I have spent two and a half years”, Ilya said, “with the door closing and you saying I love you and me saying nothing back. That is what I have spent two and a half years with”. He looked at Shane directly, steadily, and let him see raw emotion on his face, seeping through despite his best efforts to keep them at bay. “I looked for you. I hired every investigator I could find. I drove to Montreal and maintained your condo and paid your bills because I could not let your life stop, I needed there to be something for you to come back to”. He paused. “I was with your parents at the end. Both of them. I was there because you would have wanted me there and because they were — they became —,” he stopped. His throat was tight. “They were mine too. Whatever I was to you, they made me theirs. And I was there”.
Shane’s eyes were wet.
“I called your voicemail every night”, Ilya said. “Because it was the only way I had to hear your voice. Twelve seconds. Every night for two and a half years, I called and listened to twelve seconds and hung up, laid in the dark and thought about the door, and the things I should have said”. He looked at Shane, at the thin, hollow face, the large dark eyes, and the grey shirt hanging off the shoulders, and felt the two and a half years of devastation, two funerals, and the one-way plane ticket converge in this room, in this moment, and said the only thing left to say. “I have been waiting for this for two and a half years, Shane. Every day, underneath everything else, I have been waiting for this moment of finally seeing you again.”
Shane looked at him for what seemed like ages with those deep-set eyes and something in them was adjusting, slowly from very far below. His hands had come off the wall to his sides now. His chest was moving with a breath that was deeper and less controlled than before. Ilya stayed where he was even though it was taking all his strength to not rush over and pull Shane into his arms.
Then Shane pushed off the wall.
He moved away from it slowly, one step and then another, crossing the white floor carefully, deliberate about every movement. Ilya stayed in the chair and watched him come. He did not move toward him, gave him the full ownership of the distance, let him close it at his own pace, in his own way.
Shane stopped in front of him. He stood in front of the chair where Ilya was sitting and looked down at him. Ilya looked up at Shane and the distance between them was nothing, was the distance of a breath, was the distance of two and a half years compressed into the space between one person sitting in front another standing. Ilya looked at Shane’s face from this close proximity and saw everything— the fear, the humiliation, the exhaustion, the grief and underneath all of those things, very far underneath, moving toward the surface with the slow labor, an emotion that had been submerged for a long time, love. Love Shane had always had for him that no two and half years in any residence could extinguish.
Ilya stood up.
He stood slowly and they were similar height as always, with Ilya barely a couple inches taller than Shane. He was close enough now to see the track marks without looking for them. Close enough to see the hollows in Shane’s face. Close enough to see the way his breath was moving in his chest, Close enough to see his eyes, which were still large and still distant but were also, right now, trained on Ilya’s face with an attention that was pulling toward the surface.
Ilya raised his hands slowly and gently put them on Shane’s arms, just below the shoulders, barely there, the lightest possible contact, announcing their presence rather than establishing a claim, and felt Shane’s breath shudder under his hands.
Shane’s eyes closed.
His body moved — not away, the opposite, a small involuntary lean toward Ilya that was the body making its assessment ahead of the mind, the body that had been deprived of safety for two and a half years recognizing it before the mind had finished processing — and then his eyes opened. He looked at Ilya, tried to gather himself and tried to step back, tried to move to the side. It was the reflexive resistance of a man whose relationship to being touched had been fundamentally altered. Ilya tightened his hands on Shane’s arms ever so slightly, not hard, not forceful, just present, just immovable, just there.
“I have you”, Ilya said.
Shane’s breath came out in a sound that was rough and ugly, a sound from somewhere very deep and very old. He pushed against Ilya’s hands once, the single push testing whether the warmth was real, was reliable. Ilya held on with the same tender unbreakable steadiness and said nothing. Shane pushed once more and then stopped pushing. The halt was its own collapse, the release of tension that had been held at terrible cost for a very long time.
Shane folded, gradually but completely, exhausted of the last bit of energy that still kept him standing. Ilya caught him and got his arms around him and held him. He pulled him in. Slowly — so slowly — both arms wrapping around Shane with a gentleness that cost him enormously, every instinct screaming to hold tighter, to press Shane so close that two and half years of distance would collapse entirely, that nothing could ever again fit itself between them. But ilya felt the new fragility, the way Shane’s body had been stripped down to something essential and vulnerable, and Ilya made himself gentle. He made himself so achingly gently, and he held him like something he had once dropped and never forgiven himself for.
Shane’s face was against his shoulder and his hands were somewhere at Ilya’s back, gripping the fabric. He was trembling, a fine continuous tremor that Ilya could feel through every point of contact between them. As though Shane had been waiting for this too. As though some part of Shane had also been bracing, all this time, against the possibility of never being held by Ilya again. Ilya stood in the small white room and held Shane with both arms and felt the tremor, felt the thinness, the terrible lightness of what two and a half years had made of the body he had known for fifteen years. He held all of what he felt behind in his chest, behind his unchanged disposition, and said nothing except the only words that were true, necessary, and sufficient.
“I have you”, he said. His voice was very low and very steady. “I have you”.
Shane made the sound again, lower this time, and his hands tightened in the fabric of Ilya’s shirt. Ilya moved one hand to Shane’s back and moved it slowly. He moved the other hand to the back of Shane’s head and held it there, his palm against the short clean hair, and stood in the room and held Shane Hollander. He did not move, did not speak, and let the room be as quiet as it was, let Shane be exactly where he was. Ilya felt, underneath all the grief, the fury at Lopez and the two and a half years of misery, the feeling that was waiting underneath — relief, vast and complete and entirely silent, the relief of a man who has been holding his breath for two and a half years and has finally, finally been allowed to breathe.
He stood there for as long as Shane needed. He would stand there for as long as Shane needed. He had nowhere else to be and nothing more important to do. He held on. The room was quiet around them. Outside the Montreal night moved through. Inside the fluorescent light was steady. Shane was finally in his arms. Ilya held him with everything he had and said I have you and meant it completely — meant it as a fact and a promise and whatever Shane needed it to be.
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This is finally the end of this extremely long 24 hours from June 30 to Jul 1st 2023, and tomorrow is July 1st. I would think my timing is pretty good :D. Happy Canada Day to my fellow Canadians. I will forever proud to be one of you. Thank you again for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy Hayden's POV this chapter. The real work begins.




 
  The paperwork took two hours.
Hayden sat in an administrative office down the corridor from the room where Ilya was with Shane and worked through it with Joseph, who had produced a folder of documents that were inevitable but did them as efficiently as possible.
Release documentation, victim identification confirmation, evidence records for Lopez’s prosecution, the formal statement of Shane’s status as a rescued victim rather than a detained suspect, the legal scaffolding that had to be erected around the event before Shane could walk out of the building.
Joseph sat across from him. Hayden signed where he was told to sign, initialed where he was told to initial and answered the questions that required answers and tried to keep his mind in the room. He mostly succeeded.
“The prosecution”, Hayden said, when the paperwork was done and Joseph had stacked it back into the folder neatly. “What does that look like for Shane?”
Joseph looked at him. “Lopez is looking at serious time”, he said. “Multiple charges — human trafficking, forcible confinement, financial impropriety, the drug-related charges which are extensive, and we expect additional charges as we work through the evidence from the residence”. He paused. “Shane will likely be required to give a formal statement. There may be a preliminary hearing at which he’d have to testify, and potentially a trial, though with the evidence we’ve recovered from the residence a guilty plea is more probable than not”.
“When”, Hayden said.
“Not anytime soon”, Joseph said. “That is not imminent. There will be time. He is not going to be called to do anything before he is ready, and I want to be clear that his testimony, while it would strengthen the case, is not what the case rests on. The evidence from the residence is substantial. We do not need Shane to build a conviction against Lopez.”
“He needs to know that”, Hayden said. “He needs to know he is not going to be put in a room and asked to relive it on a schedule that isn’t his.”
“I understand”, Joseph said. “We will work at his pace entirely”. He paused. “The other people we found in the residence are in similar positions. Some of them are in worse condition than Shane. We are treating all of them with the same consideration”.
Hayden looked at the table. “How many”.
“Nine total”, Joseph said. “Including Shane”.
Hayden looked at the table and thought about nine people in nine private rooms in a residence in Laval and felt the fury move through him in a clean cold wave.
“Lopez is in custody”, Joseph said. “He is not going anywhere. His network is dismantled. We have been working this investigation for eighteen months with the FBI and what we executed tonight is comprehensive. The people he had positioned around the residence, around the network — they are all in custody or being brought in.” He held Hayden’s gaze. “Shane is safe. That is not a qualified statement. He is safe”.
Hayden sighed, feeling exhausted rather than relieved. He thought about the photographs Lopez had sent Shane — Jackie and the children at their school, at their park, in the ordinary routine of their daily lives — and thought about how long those photographs had been taken, how long Shane had been living inside the knowledge of them, and felt the fury cycle through again.
“The foundation”, Hayden said. “The donation Lopez made to the Irina Foundation, what happens to that”.
“That will be part of the financial investigation”, Joseph said. “Assets connected to Lopez’s criminal enterprise will be seized and the foundation’s legal team should be notified. The donation may need to be returned or held pending the investigation’s conclusion”. He paused. “That is a conversation for the board and the foundation’s lawyers. Not tonight”.
“No”, Hayden said. “Not tonight”.
Joseph filed some paperwork away, expression softer than that of a detective with a ten year career in the RCMP. “Hayden”, he said. “I want to say something outside the official capacity”.
Hayden looked at him thoughtfully.
“I have been doing this work for ten years”, Joseph said. “What we found in that residence tonight, what was done to those people, is among the worst I have seen. And Shane —”, he stopped. He looked at the badge in his hands. “Shane walked into it voluntarily to protect people he loved. That is not something I encounter often. The courage of that, while understanding the cost —,” he stopped again. “I just wanted you to know that it was not lost on us. On the people who worked this investigation. What he did and what it cost him.”
Hayden looked at the table. He was having trouble putting the turbulent emotions into words. “Thank you”, he said in the end. “I’ll make sure he knows that. When he’s ready to hear it”.
Joseph nodded. He stood, picked up the last of the folders, and held out his hand, and Hayden shook it. Joseph said to call him for anything, at any hour, and left.
Hayden sat alone in the administrative office for a moment after Joseph left. He sat in the chair and looked at the table, thought about the nine rooms and nine people. Shane was walking into that residence on December thirtieth 2020 with the full knowledge of what he was walking into. He took a deep breath and thought about his children, Jade, Ruby, Arthur, and Amber, safely tucked away in his cozy house. The guilt in him was tremendous and Hayden didn’t think it would ever dissipate for the rest of his life. He got up to find the waiting room.
The waiting room was at the end of the corridor, a larger space than the interview rooms, with a row of plastic chairs along one wall and a window that looked into it from the corridor. Hayden saw them through the window before he went in.
Ilya was in one of the plastic chairs and Shane was beside him. The distance between them was nothing. They were not quite touching along their full length but close enough that every slight movement of either of them registered in the other. Ilya had his arm along the back of Shane’s chair, not around him, not claiming, just there, the arm available if Shane wanted it and equally available to be ignored if he didn’t, and his other hand was in his lap and he was looking at something across the room. His gaze was patient, steady, and his stance said he had no intention of being anywhere else.
Shane was looking at his hands. He was sitting with the slightly inward posture that Hayden had observed since the interview room, the posture to take up less space. His hands were in his lap and his head was slightly bent, and as Hayden watched he shifted almost imperceptibly — a small, slow movement, the kind of movement that happened below the level of conscious decision — and his head came to rest against Ilya’s shoulder.
He did not appear to notice he had done it.
Ilya did not move. He did not adjust his arm or turn his head or in any way acknowledge the contact, just held his position with complete steadiness. He seemed to have been waiting for this for a long time and was not going to do anything that might disturbed it now it has finally arrived.
Hayden stood in the corridor, looked at them through the window, and felt something move through him that was a complicated one, layered and dense — grief, relief, love for both of them, and the ache of seeing something restored that had been so thoroughly broken — but underneath all of those things, quietly and persistently, a memory.
It had been October 2020. A Sunday evening at the Pike house, just the two of them, Hayden, Jackie and the kids — no teammates, no outsiders, one of the regular evenings that had become their version of ordinary over the years, the small domestic gathering that allowed Hayden and Ilya to learn to be comfortable around each other for Shane’s sake. Jackie had made dinner. The kids have been noisy and constantly in motion with endless energy that would not run out anytime soon. Hayden had opened wine, the fall evening air was clean and crisp that almost made the gruesome Canadian winters worth it.
He had been in the kitchen with Jackie at some point, both of them at the counter doing the uncoordinated teamwork of clearing up after dinner, and he had looked over the kitchen counter into the living room and had stopped what he was doing.
Shane and Ilya were on the sofa. The children had migrated elsewhere — Ruby and Jade upstairs, Arthur somewhere hidden under the table or chair, Amber already asleep — and the living room was peaceful. Shane and Ilya were sitting together on the sofa in the low light of the lamp and they were completely at ease with themselves. Shane was talking about something — his hands moving in the slight animation that appeared when he was engaged — and Ilya was listening with the full arrested attention he gave nothing else in the world, his elbow on the back of the sofa and his head tilted toward Shane with the unconscious orientation whose body knew exactly where it wanted to point, and the look in his eyes was complete adoration for the man in front of him. As Hayden watched Ilya said something that made Shane laugh — a real laugh, the full unguarded one that Hayden heard rarely in public, but fairly often here — and then Ilya smiled at the laugh with the smile he almost never showed, the private one, and Shane leaned over and kissed him, brief and chaste, the way people kissed who had been kissing each other for so long that it came as natural as breathing. Ilya turned toward him and put a hand on the side of Shane’s face and kissed him back, and they stayed like that for a moment and then Shane said something against Ilya’s mouth. Ilya laughed this time and Shane pulled back and looked at him with the expression Hayden had been trying to find a word for since Shane told him about Ilya three years ago.
He had found it, standing by the kitchen counter that October evening in 2020 with a dish towel in his hand. The word was happy. Shane Hollander looked completely and straightforwardly happy, in the way that people looked when they were in the company of the person they loved most in the world and had no reason to hide it, and the happiness was so apparent and so absolute that Hayden had stood in the kitchen and felt something adjust permanently in his understanding of what he was looking at, of what this was, of what Ilya Rozanov was to Shane and Shane to Ilya.
Jackie had appeared at his shoulder and looked in the same direction. She looked at him and he looked back at her. She smiled in her knowingly way and said nothing, just took the dish towel out of his hand and went back to the sink. He stood there for another moment and continued his task of loading the dishwasher.
October 2020. Two months before Boxing Day. Shane had met Lopez by then, had attended a handful of his functions, had been managing the foundation donor relationship with the professionalism he brought to everything, and none of it had yet become anything suspicious. The trap had not yet closed. The photographs had not yet been sent. The accident had not yet happened. Shane had been, as far as Hayden understood it now, simply a man who had met a donor and attended some events and had not yet understood what was being built around him. He had sat on Hayden’s sofa that October evening, kissed Ilya, laughed, and looked happy because he was genuinely happy. The foundation was doing well, the season was going well. He was in a warm house with the people he loved most and there was nothing yet pressing in from the edges of that warmth to diminish it. The fear had not arrived. What Hayden had seen through across from the kitchen counter that evening was the whole truth of Shane’s life in that moment, uncomplicated and wholesome. Now the knowledge of what was coming two months later pressed against the memory like salt on a wound. No one knew happiness was running out of time, that every minute was precious, and Hayden desperately hoped that Shane would be able to come back.
He looked at the corridor wall. He breathed. Then he went in.
The medical assessment took another hour. A doctor from the hospital’s outreach program came to the facility and went through the formal evaluation with Shane in a small examination room while Ilya sat outside. Hayden could tell Ilya’s whole form was tense, not being able to be in the same room as Shane, not able to see him. He sat beside Ilya and neither of them talked very much.
The doctor came out afterward, looked at both of them, and directed herself at Ilya, who had positioned himself as the primary contact.
“His physical condition is as expected given the circumstances”, she said. “Significant weight loss — he is underweight for his height and build by roughly forty percent. Some vitamin deficiencies, particularly B12, which is ironic given what they told him they were injecting”. She paused. “Chemical dependency is the primary concern. He is going to begin withdrawal within the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours if he hasn’t already started. The early stage is going to be uncomfortable and potentially dangerous if not managed correctly. Nausea, muscle pain, insomnia, anxiety, sweating, potential cardiovascular effects”. She looked at Ilya directly. “He needs to be in a medically supervised withdrawal program. An inpatient facility with addiction medicine specialists and the capacity to manage withdrawal safely. This is not something that can be managed at home”.
“What are the risks if it is managed at home?” Ilya asked.
The doctor stared at him. “The risk is that withdrawal from opioids, particularly after a dependency of this duration and intensity, can produce complications that require immediate medical intervention. Dehydration, electrolyte imbalances, cardiovascular irregularity. Without monitoring and without the medications used in clinical detox — buprenorphine, clonidine, others — the process is significantly more dangerous and significantly more painful than it needs to be”. She paused. “I understand why you are asking. I understand what he has been through and why the idea of another facility is —.”
“I am not putting him in a facility”, Ilya said. His voice was very controlled and very firm. “He has spent two and a half years behind locked doors. I am not putting him behind more of them. Not yet”.
“Mr. Rozanov —.”
“What medications do I need?” Ilya said. “Tell me what he needs and I will get it and I will be with him every hour and I will bring him to you immediately if anything is wrong. Tell me what to watch for and what requires a hospital and I will watch for it”. He looked at the doctor steadily. “I am not asking you to approve of this. I am asking you to help me do it as safely as possible because I am going to do it regardless”.
The doctor looked at him for a while. She sighed and acknowledged this is not an argument she is not going to win this morning. Then she said, “sit down. Both of you”.
They sat.
“I am going to give you a protocol”, she said. “Medications, dosages, schedule, warning signs that require you to call an ambulance without delay. You are going to follow it precisely”. She looked at Ilya. “Not approximately. Precisely”.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
“If at any point he is in distress that you cannot manage — not distress that makes you uncomfortable, distress that frightens you — you call for help immediately. Not after you have tried something else. Immediately”.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
“The other thing”, she said, and her voice changed slightly, became more direct, “is that physical withdrawal is one part of this. The psychological dimension of what he has been through is going to require professional support. Not optional. He has experienced sustained trauma, forced addiction, prolonged captivity. The withdrawal will end in weeks. What comes after it will take considerably longer. That cannot be managed at home, Mr. Rozanov, and I need you to hear that even if you are not ready to act on it tonight”.
Ilya looked at her. “I heard it”, he said.
She held his gaze for a moment, then nodded, and reached for her prescription pad.
The examination room door opened and Shane came out. An hour of medical assessment had left him unfocused and visibly exhausted, whatever reserves he had left now completely gone. Ilya stood up. Shane's eyes found him immediately and something in his face eased — the same easing Hayden had been watching happen every time Shane caught sight of Ilya, involuntary and complete.
“Ready to go”, Ilya said. Not a question, not a demand, just an offering.
Shane looked at him. “Can we go to the condo?” He asked. “Just for a minute”.
“Yes”, Ilya said. “Of course”.
The condo was eleven minutes from the detention facility. Hayden drove while Ilya sat in the back with Shane. The drive was quiet. Shane did not make a sound the whole time. He focused his eyes on the city going past outside the window. Ilya was beside him with his hand gently on Shane’s shoulder, providing comfort but stating no claim.
They arrived in the parking garage, got out and rode the elevator up in silence. Shane stood in the elevator with his back to the corner, the same instinct Hayden had seen all night. Ilya stood beside him and faced forward.
The elevator door opened and Shane took the key from Ilya. Ilya held it out without being asked, understanding without being told that this was Shane’s door and Shane’s key and Shane’s choice. Shane put it in the lock and opened the door to his condo.
He stood in the doorway for a moment before he went in. He looked at the hallway of his own condo, at the space he had left on the evening of the thirtieth of December 2020 and had not been in since. What moved across his face was disbelief and recognition. With everything that happened to him in the last two and half years, time seemed to have stood still in his condo and it was left exactly as it was the last time he was here, December thirtieth 2020.
Then he went in.
Shane moved through the condo slowly. Hayden and Ilya stayed near the door and let him take his time. He went to the kitchen first, stood at the counter and put his hand flat on the cold quartz surface. He looked at the coffee maker and the mugs on the hooks, familiar but at the same time as if he was looking at them for the first time. He went to the bookshelf and touched the spine of one of the books, just the spine, with one finger, and stood there. He went to the sofa and looked at the throw blanket folded on the arm and did not touch it. He looked at the other arm of the sofa, at the space where the Voyageurs hoodie had been, and was still for a moment.
He stood in the middle of his living room and looked around it. Hayden looked at Ilya. Ilya was focused on Shane, his eyes full of raw heartache and concern that Hayden had to look away before his heart shatters.
Shane went to the bedroom. He was in there for a few minutes and came out changed into an old jogger and sweatshirt, both which are too big for his thin frame now, carrying a small bag — not much, a few things, personal things that he needed to have with him after two and half years of detachment, but did not have the energy to organize further. He stood in the living room and looked around it one more time.
“Okay”, he said. His voice was barely audible. “I’m ready”.
They went back down to the car.
Hayden drove west toward Ottawa through the July afternoon, the highway opening up once they cleared the city. The road was empty, everyone busy with Canada Day celebrations. The sky was blue and the sun was hot. Vast farms of the Canadian shields stretched endlessly on both sides of the highway.
Hayden heard it around twenty minutes in — the slight change in the rhythm of Shane’s breathing, slowing and deepening, the shift toward sleep that a body made when it had been through everything Shane’s body had been through and had finally been given a space where it felt safe enough to stop. He glanced in the rearview mirror.
Shane was asleep. His head had listed sideways and had come to rest on Ilya’s shoulder, the slow unconscious gravity of exhaustion finding the nearest solid thing, and his face in sleep was the face Hayden had tried to imagine for two and a half years — younger than his years, unguarded, the terrible thinness still visible but the tension of the waking hours released, and what remained underneath was something closer to the Shane that Hayden had known for nine years.
Ilya had not moved. He was sitting with his head slightly turned toward Shane and his arm now around Shane’s shoulder, and his face in the rearview mirror—
Hayden looked for only a moment. A moment was enough.
Ilya’s face was completely open, the composure gone entirely, the years of control dissolved, and tears were streaming down his face in the quiet steady way of someone who was not crying in the active sense but a body had simply found the release it had been denying itself for hours, the tears coming without sound and without any change in his expression, just present on his face in the silence of the car, his eyes on Shane’s sleeping face, the tears on his own cheeks, his arm around Shane’s shoulder, and his whole body completely motionless.
Hayden looked back at the road.
He kept his eyes on the highway ahead of him, drove west through the July sun toward Ottawa, and the road was simmering under the blazing sunlight. In the back seat Shane slept, and Ilya held on, and the green fields on either side of the highway moved past in silence. Hayden drove, said nothing, and let the afternoon remain as the most memorable Canada day in Hayden’s life.
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This chapter and chapter 15 are probably the hardest chapters I had to write for this fic. This is the first time in this story that we have Shane's POV. There is some graphic details about SA with Shane's flashback which I debated for a long time whether to include. I decided to leave it in but had asterisk around it so you can skip easily if it's too difficult to read. You would not lose any of the plot but may lose some description of how Shane survived these dark times. I sucked at writing smut since I started writing fanfic 15 years ago and there had been almost no improvement over the years. I would not write it unless I thought it was absolutely necessary.
TW/CW: graphic description of non-consent. Inappropriate use of prescribed medications. Heavy angst.
Thank you again for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The doors opened from the inside.
This was the thing Shane kept checking. Almost constantly, though not in a way that was visible to anyone watching him — he had spent two and a half years learning to keep things invisible. He had developed the habit of confirming available exits. He would move past a door, put his hand on the handle and open it, stand on the threshold for a moment, then close it and move on. The front door. The back door that opened onto the garden. The door of the guest room Ilya had given him, which had no lock on the outside, which he had confirmed on the first night by crouching in the hallway and looking at the hardware diligently.
No lock on the outside.
He had gone back to his room, sat on the edge of the bed, and stared at the closed curtains for a while. Then he laid down and did not sleep.
The house was larger than he was comfortable with. Shane had spent the last two and half years in a confined space. Ilya’s Westboro house had the proportions of a home that had been bought with space in mind — high ceilings, windows that let in more light than Shane’s nervous system was currently prepared for, a kitchen that opened into a living room that opened onto the garden, the easy generous flow of a space designed for people who moved freely through it. Shane moved through it carefully, with his hand occasionally on the wall, not for support but for the information the contact provided — the texture of the plaster, the smell of the paint, the confirmation that the walls were just dry walls and not anything else.
He had been here before. He knew this house. He had spent time in it across the years since Ilya bought it in 2018. He was always welcome in this house. He had moved through these rooms with ease, and the familiarity with this house lived in him somewhere underneath the anxiety and fear. Occasionally it surfaced — a flash of recognition at the kitchen layout, the shade of the light through the back windows in the morning — and then receded again, absorbed back into the layer of terror that sat over everything, the layer that his nervous system protected regardless of what his mind knew. It told him it’s an enclosed space, contained, assessed for exits every time. It had been running for two and half years and did not yet know how to stop.
It was hot in July. He wore long sleeves.
He barely ate. This was not a decision — he had not decided to starve, had in fact made the opposite decision repeatedly. He had looked at the food Ilya left within reach and told himself to eat it, then picked it up and put it down again. The body’s relationship to appetite having been altered by two and a half years of eating on a schedule that belonged to someone else, at times determined by someone else, in quantities determined by someone else, and the choice to eat when and what he wanted was sitting in him not as freedom but as a disorientation he did not yet know how to navigate. He ate small amounts. Ilya did not comment on this or watch him do it, simply ensured that there was always something within reach, something small and not demanding. Shane picked at it when he could and did not when he couldn’t. Ilya said nothing.
He barely slept. This was also not a decision. Sleep had been, in the residence, a managed quantity — something that arrived when his body was sufficiently chemically suppressed and departed when the suppression wore off. It was not a natural rhythm but a manufactured one. Without the administration of substance his body did not know when sleep was supposed to happen. It approached a wariness to not trust the dark. He lay in the guest room, looked at the ceiling, and listened to the house. He confirmed at intervals that the door was still unlocked and that nothing had changed about the available exits.
At three in the morning on the second night he got up and went to the kitchen, not for any particular reason, just because the lying still had become more difficult than the moving. He found Ilya already there, sitting at the kitchen table with a glass of water and the subtle patience as if he was waiting for Shane to come down at this hour.
They did not say anything. Shane got a glass of water and sat down at the other end of the table. They sat in the kitchen together in the dim light of the lamp in the living room. The house was silent around them and the July night was warm outside the window. At some point Shane went back to bed. Ilya stayed at the table. Neither of them said anything about it.
The withdrawal became uncontrollable on the fourth day.
He had felt the early edges of it on the drive to Ottawa — the restlessness in his legs, the low-grade nausea, the skin sensitivity that made his clothes feel wrong against him. But on the fourth morning he woke before dawn with his body in open revolt. What followed was the worst physical experience of his life, and his life had recently contained experiences he would not have previously believed survivable.
He was sweating through the sheets before he fully understood he was awake, the sweat that had nothing to do with temperature but with the body’s frantic chemistry trying to recalibrate itself after two and a half years of chemical intervention. The sheets felt wrong, the pillow felt wrong, and his own skin felt wrong. Underneath the sweat was the pain — not located in any specific part but everywhere in his body at once, the deep muscle ache that was not injury but was the body’s protest against the absence of what it had learned to need, the protest moving through him in waves that crested and did not quite break.
He made it to the bathroom. He was sick an hour, kneeling on the tiled floor with his forehead against the cool porcelain. The nausea was thorough and indifferent to his dignity. He had no dignity left to spend anyway, had spent it all in a residence in Laval across two and a half years, and so he knelt on the tile and was vomiting his guts out. He breathed through it and was vomiting again.
Ilya was in the doorway.
Shane did not know when he had appeared there. He had not heard him come. He had been too occupied with the immediate business of being ill to register anything outside, — but Ilya was there, in the doorway of the bathroom. He did not come in, did not speak, and did not do anything except standing there. Be present in the doorway with his full attention trying to understand what the situation required.
“Go away”, Shane said. His voice came out rough and thin.
“No”, Ilya said. Quietly and without any particular emphasis.
Shane put his forehead back against the porcelain and breathed. The nausea moved through him in another wave and crested and he vomited again. Ilya stayed in the doorway and said nothing. After a while Shane became aware of a cool damp cloth being pressed against the back of his neck, Ilya having crossed the room at some point without Shane noticing. The cloth was cool but the hand holding it was warm and steady. Shane closed his eyes and breathed.
“I’m fine”, Shane said.
“Okay”, Ilya said, in the tone that meant he knew Shane was not fine and was not going to argue.
The morning passed in this way — Shane between the bed and the bathroom and Ilya a continuous presence throughout. Not hovering, not managing, simply there, appearing with water when Shane had finished vomiting for a while and mouth was dry; disappearing when Shane needed privacy and reappearing when it was over. He adjusted the rhythm to match Shane’s needs that he learned to read so well from watching Shane’s face for twelve years. Ilya could still read it now, even when Shane was stripped down to his bones.
The shaking started in the afternoon. It began in his hands and moved outward, a deep involuntary tremor that was not from chill — the house was warm, July was hot, he was wearing long sleeves in July and was sweating. His body’s own seismic activity, the tremor of a system trying to find a new equilibrium and not yet knowing how. Shane sat at the edge of the bed and looked at his hands shaking. He felt a mixture of humiliation and anger. He can see what was done to his body over the last two and half years and the effects are still present, and will be present for a long time. He had no control, no solution, and no way out.
Ilya sat beside him on the bed. He did not speak and did not try to stop the tremor by force, just reached over slowly and laid his hands over Shane's, warm and light, not pressing, not restraining — just there, just present. He sat beside him, looked at the wall, and let the contact say what words could not.
“How long?” Shane said. He meant the shaking, the withdrawal, the whole physical ordeal.
“The doctor said the worst of it is two to three weeks”, Ilya said. “The acute phase. After that it becomes more manageable”.
Shane looked at his shaking hands. “And then?”
“And then we deal with what comes after”, Ilya said. “One thing at a time”.
Shane looked at the wall and said nothing.
On the seventh night the prescribed medications stopped being enough.
He had been managing — barely, on what the doctor had given him. For a week Ilyag had administered the protocol with the precision he had promised the doctor. Shane had moved through the days with grim endurance. He understood that there was no easier or better path through except with brute force. But on the seventh night something deteriorated, some threshold crossed. The pain, the anxiety, and the nausea reached a pitch that the prescribed medications could not touch. He lay in the bed and shook. He scratched his calf so hard that the skin broke. The momentary release of blood provided a minor relief to the overwhelming wrongness of his body. His heart was beating erratically which was frightening him. He called, “Ilya.”
Ilya was there immediately. He looked at Shane’s face, his hands, the scratches on his leg, the way Shane’s jaw was set against the pain, the shaking that had been present for days now becoming more violent, all consuming. A determination moved across Ilya’s face that was nothing equivocal.
“Wait here”, Ilya said.
He left the room. He came back two minutes later with a small bottle and a glass of water. He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at Shane with the same resolve on his face and said, “this is going to help. Take all of it”.
Shane took the two pills Ilya handed to him. He did not ask what it was. He drank the water and laid back. Ilya sat on the edge of the bed and waited. Within thirty minutes something changed — the shaking subsided by degrees, not gone but manageable, and the pitch of the anxiety came down from the threshold it had been, the nausea settled into something tolerable. He lay in the bed and felt the relief move through him. It was not pleasure, nothing like the sensation the injections had produced. It was simply the reduced intensity of pain, the body able to find a slightly less hostile condition.
He lay in the relative quiet of it for a while. Then he asked, “what was that?”
Ilya was grim for a moment. “Something that is not in the protocol”, he said.
Shane looked at him. “Ilya”.
“It helped”, Ilya said. “That is what matters”.
“What was it?” Shane said again.
Ilya looked at him with a focused gaze. “Oxycodone”, he said. “I got it through a contact. It was the easiest thing to obtain”. His face softened. “I know it is not what the doctor prescribed. I know it is not the correct clinical approach. I am not a doctor and I am not trying to be one”. He sighed, voice cracking. “But I have sat here and watched you for a week. I saw the limitations of the prescribed medications. You are suffering and you are in pain. You are even hurting yourself in order to feel better.” Ilya was looking at scratches on Shane’s calf. “Two nights ago I made a decision. I am not going to watch you suffer through this if it could be lessened with something within my ability to obtain just because it’s not legal. I will do it again if I have to.” He paused, gathering his composure. “You have suffered enough, moya lyubov.”
Shane looked at him. He looked at Ilya’s face in the low light of the bedroom. The grief on his face that had been there since the detention center, the deep lines that lived around his eyes and corner of his mouth. He looked a lot older than Shane had remembered. The last two and half years had not been kind to him. Shane bit his lip as the full significance of what Ilya is prepared to do hit him, what he has already done.
“You could get in serious trouble”, Shane said.
“Yes”, Ilya replied. “I know”. He shrugged his shoulders with complete indifference, as if it was not any part of his consideration.
Shane looked at him with exhaustion on his face. “Ilya”, he said. “Thank you”.
Ilya’s eyes became glassy but he turned away and focused on the fading summer evening night outside the bedroom window and said, “sleep if you can. I will be right here.” Shane closed his eyes. The medication held the worst of the withdrawal at arm’s length. He was able to fall asleep with the warmth of Ilya’s body by his side.
His dream was infested by the residence. Or at least he thought it was a dream. The distinction between reality and dream had been unreliable since he arrived in this house. His mind was moving between them without clear borders, and what came through when he finally slept may not be a dream, the past two and a half years were present, not as memory but as sensation, as the body’s own record of what had been done to it.
January 2021. The second week. The first week had been just as he imagined — a room, meals, and an organized household that ran efficiently. He had told himself it was a transaction. A defined cost for a defined protection. He had told himself he could do this. He had told himself carefully and thoroughly . He had found in himself the same capacity for endurance that had taken him through playing with a separated shoulder, broken fingers, and twelve years of a secret love and desire. He had believed himself, or had believed himself enough.
Lopez came to his room on a Tuesday evening on the second week. Shane sat on the edge of his bed, breathed and told himself one final time that he could do this.
What he had not prepared for was the detachment.


Shane laid motionless on his back, legs pushed apart, staring at the ceiling as Lopez patiently opened him with fingers, slicked himself and pushed inside without a word. One long, selfish thrust and he was fully buried. No eye contact. No checking in. No pause to let Shane adjust.
The stretch caused a dull burn and Shane’s body tensed, then went slack as he exhaled shakily.
Lopez began to move — steady, mechanical thrusts. In. Out. In. Out. His hands braced on the mattress, eyes fixed on the wall somewhere above Shane’s head, occasionally glancing over Shane with carelessness, like he was fucking a toy instead of a person.
Shane’s mind fractured.
He can’t help but think of the last time with Ilya. Ilya was so loving and attentive, always in tune with Shane’s responses. He kissed Shane constantly. He looked at Shane the whole time like he was the most precious thing in the world.
Lopez thrust harder, hips snapping with selfish rhythm. Still silent. Still indifferent. It doesn’t seem he saw Shane at all even when his eyes were on Shane’s body.
Shane felt himself rising out of his body. He hovered near the ceiling, looking down at the scene: his own limp form, legs spread, while Lopez used him with complete carelessness. The wet sounds of thrusting echoed distantly.
Up there he was safe. Down there is just a body. A warm hole. That’s all Lopez wanted.
Another deep thrust pulled a fragment of him back.
When Ilya was inside him, every single thrust felt like worship. He moved so slowly at first, forehead pressed to Shane’s, soft murmur on his skin as Ilya told him how perfect he felt, how much he had missed this closeness. Ilya stroked his cock. Ilya kissed his neck. Ilya made love to him. This… this feels like he is being erased. Like he doesn’t even exist except as something warm and convenient for Lopez to fuck.
Lopez’s pace increased slightly. The bed creaked. Shane’s soft, untouched cock lay limp against his abdomen. No pleasure. Only pressure, friction, and growing soreness.
Ilya would have noticed if he was even slightly tense. He would have stopped immediately, pulled out if Shane needed him to, would have held him and told him they didn’t have to do this tonight.
Shane drifted further away. The room felt like it was underwater. He imagined Ilya’s voice instead of the creaking bed:
“Eyes on me, malysh. Tell me how you feel.”
“You’re doing so well… so beautiful.”
“I love being inside you. I love you so much.”
The contrast made his chest ache with shame.
Lopez treated him like a disposable fucktoy, but that is what he signed up for. The price to keep everyone he loved out of harm’s way, especially Ilya. He closed his eyes and focused on the safety and guarantee he paid with his body.
Time stretched. Every thrust felt eternal. Lopez gripped Shane’s hips only when he wanted a better angle, then resumed his selfish rhythm. No words. No kisses. No affection.
Shane floated higher, mentally replaying the night with Ilya on loop:
The way Ilya’s voice cracked with emotion when he finally bottomed out. The ecstasy on his face. The reverence in every movement. The constant praise. The way he held still for as long as Shane needed. The soft “I’ve got you” whispered against his skin.
Here, there was nothing. Just the repetitive slide of a cock that didn’t care about him at all.
This isn’t happening. This is just a dream. A bad memory. He’ll wake up in Ilya’s arms soon. Ilya will hold him and tell him he is safe.
The feeling of being fucked continued endlessly in his dissociated state. He registered the slide, the pressure against his prostate, which brought no pleasure, only a sick twisting in his gut, the way his hole was growing sore and puffy from the constant friction. Semen and lube leaked out with every pull-back.
Lopez was going to come inside Shane and it’ll mean nothing to him. With Ilya, when he came it felt like a shared moment of love. This — this will just feel like contamination.
He floated higher. Now he was outside the room, outside the building, in the cottage in 2017 with the summer night outside the window, in the kitchen at his parents’ house with his mom’s voice in the other room, in Ilya’s Westboro house walking through the rooms for the first time with Ilya watching him.
Lopez’s breathing finally grew ragged. A few brutal, selfish thrusts and he buried himself deep, grunting as he came. Shane felt the pulses inside him, warm and unwanted. Still no words.
Then it was over.
Lopez pulled out abruptly, leaving Shane gaping and leaking. He rolled off the bed, grabbed his phone, and walked toward the bathroom without a single glance back.
It’s done. He used me. And I let him.
Shane remained on his back, legs still spread, staring blankly upward. His mind was still hovering near the ceiling, watching his own used body leaking onto the sheets.
It’s over. Lopez used him like he was nothing, and Shane had let him. While Ilya would have held him for hours afterward, kissing his face, telling him how much he was loved, cleaning him gently and asking how he felt…


A tear slipped down Shane’s temple, but his face stayed blank. He was still floating. Still dissociated. Still trapped in the devastating gap between being loved and being used.
He had prepared for many things — for physical discomfort, for the strangeness of being with someone he did not want to be with, for the management of his own responses, for keeping himself sufficiently present to do what was expected and sufficiently absent for survival. He had run through the scenarios with the same focused preparation he brought to a difficult game, had identified what would be hard and had constructed strategies for each difficulty. He had been thorough but he had been wrong, because what Lopez brought into the room that evening was not something he was prepared for.
Lopez saw Shane as if he was an item bought. Not unkindly — there was no cruelty in his expression, no aggression, nothing that announced itself as malice. Lopez simply looked at Shane as a piece of object that he acquired so he would use it as he pleases. There was no desire in his eyes. That distinction landed in Shane’s chest cold and sharp. Out of all the things he prepared himself for, it was that lack of emotion that undid him. The entire encounter was not rough. Shane has had rougher sex with Ilya. He had been with Ilya for twelve years. He learned what it was to be wanted — to be the specific object of desire, to have someone’s full attention directed at you as the irreplaceable person you were, not as a body or an acquisition but as Shane, as the person Ilya had been looking at since Saskatchewan in 2008 and had never stopped looking at. And in that room with Lopez’s eyes barely on him, he understood for the first time what twelve years with Ilya had taught him — what it felt like to be truly seen by someone, to matter to the person looking at you. Lopez's eyes showed him the opposite, the total indifference, and the contrast was unbearable in a way he had not anticipated and could not have prepared for.
What followed, Shane endured in the way he had prepared to endure it.
Shane lay in the bed in the dark and looked at the ceiling. He was back in his body now. He returned to it and felt as if an intruder had been to his home. Nothing was quite right. The surfaces now hold something that had not been there before and he could not get rid of. He lay in the dark and felt the full unmediated reality of what had just happened in this room with his body. His body had been used as something that was not his, and he lay very still for hours.
Then he turned onto his side and pressed his face into the pillow and he cried. He sobbed quietly, the way he did everything then. His body was shaking softly, his face wet against the pillow, the sound of the sobs absorbed by the fabric. He cried for what had just happened and for how it felt. He cried for Ilya, the physical absence of Ilya, for what it was to have known for twelve years what it felt like to be with someone who looked at you as though you were the most important person in the world. The lack of that here and this is the reality of his life now. He buried his face in the pillow and cried until the sorrow moved through him.
Afterwards he laid still. He stared at the wall in the dark room and told himself that everyone he loved was safe. That his mom and dad were in their Ottawa house and did not know anything was wrong. That Hayden’s children were tucked in their beds in Montreal. That Ilya — and here something in his chest compressed into a tightness that was its own kind of pain — that Ilya was in Ottawa or maybe Boston or wherever he decided to be in his life after Shane, enjoying the world without secrecy without burden and safe from Lopez’s reach. That was what Shane had bought with the price of his body, his freedom, and it was worth it.
He told himself this until he believed it, or until he believed it enough to get through the night. He told himself on the second night but it was harder. The third night it became insufficient. By the fourth night he did not need to tell himself anything. He simply waited for it to be over and waited for Lopez to leave and waited for himself to return to his body. He had learned, gradually, that the return became more difficult each time, that the distance back was getting longer. He had walked into Lopez's plan believing he was in control of the choice he had made. That belief was eroding. The injections had seen to that. The numerous visits by Lopez had seen to that. He was no longer executing any decisions — he was being acted upon, his own identity methodically removed.
He surfaced from the dream slowly, the dark room in the residence fading away and the bedroom of Ilya’s Westboro house assembled itself around him in the July morning. The light shone through the curtains and Ilya’s hand was on his back, warm and steady.
Shane lay still for a moment and breathed. He looked at the ceiling and felt the dream recede and felt the room reassert itself — the walls are simple dry walls, the door without a lock on the outside, the July light, the hand on his back — and he breathed and let the room come back to his senses.
“You were shaking”, Ilya said quietly, from somewhere behind him. “You’re safe.”
“I know”, Shane said. His voice came out rough. “I know I am”.
He laid in bed in the July morning, looked at the wall and felt Ilya's hand on his back. He thought about the residence, thought about this room and understood that the distance between those two places was not yet fully crossed. It was going to take a long time. He breathed slowly and let Ilya's hand be the warm grounding force and let that be enough.
On the ninth day, in the afternoon, with the medication holding the worst at bay and the nausea lower than it had been. Shane sat at the kitchen table with half piece of toast in front of him and watched Ilya.
Ilya was at the counter, his back to Shane, stirring something on the stove. His motions were mechanical rather than natural. His hands were going through the familiar domestic sequence without ease that Shane remembered from before the two and half years of residence at Laval. Ilya’s shoulders were tense carrying the grief, guilt, and fury that were becoming increasingly visible in the lines on his face. He performed the tasks robotically, with more force than required.
Shane watched him and thought about 2018, when he stood in the front room of this house for the first time. Ilya said I wanted you to decorate this room with the adoring expression that said everything the words didn’t. Shane had laughed because the alternative to laughing was crying in Ilya’s front room on his first visit. He had thought I did not deserve this and had thought that every time he was in this house since. He thought he deserved it even less now.
Shane wrapped his arms around himself and watched Ilya’s back, the agony in the tense set of his shoulders. He thought about the night Ilya sat on the edge of this bed and gave him something illegal and said I will do whatever is required with complete indifference to his own future. He thought about the hand on his back in the July morning and the cool cloth on his neck on the bathroom floor. He watched Ilya move around the kitchen and thought about everything Ilya had done for him and was still doing — the investigators, the condo maintained for two and a half years, the voicemail called every night, his parents cared for until the end and buried, the oxycodone obtained illegally because he could not watch Shane suffer and do nothing — he felt, underneath the gratitude, something depressing and more persistent. The question of whether he was worth any of it. Whether what Lopez had made of him across two and a half years was something Ilya Rozanov deserved to spend the rest of his life tending to.
He did not know what to do with being here. He did not know what to do with being alive and free. He did not know what to do with Ilya or with this spacious house or with the long warm sunny summer days in July.
But Ilya was here, the sunlight through high windows was warm. That was enough for this moment. Shane picked up the toast and took a small bite. He chewed it carefully and swallowed it with effort. He continued to sit with arms around himself in the sunlight and watched Ilya’s back.
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Okay, the heat must be melting my brain. I thought I couldn't count but then realized I had 2 chapters both labeled 'chapter 21' and I posted the later one first on Thursday 😭. I will leave it this way for now to not confuse people. On next update (Tuesday), I will likely change the order of this chapter and the previous one. Actually, you guys let me know which order reads better.
This is the same period of time, the early days of withdrawal from Ilya's POV. Happy Independence Day to all of you who are from the US. I have lived in this country for 15 years at this point and majority of the time I have not regretted my decision. Despite what the political climate is, I do hope the people of two nations will forever be friends.
Thank you again for kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy.




 
  Ilya spent the first few days back in Ottawa not taking his eyes off Shane, because that was the only thing he could do. Shane moved through the house carefully, with one hand on the wall most of the time. Initially Ilya thought it was for balance, because Shane was unsteady on his feet, but he quickly learnt that the reason for constant touch on the wall was way more sinister. Shane was confirming that the wall was just a dry wall and not anything else.


He put Shane in the guest room, down the hall from his own even though it broke his heart a little. Shane did not look like he could handle being in the same bed as him. It was the quietest room in the house, the window looked over the garden instead of the street. Ilya quickly made it ready while Shane stood in the doorway holding the small bag from Montreal, and as Ilya worked he watched, from the corner of his eye, what Shane was doing. Shane was studying the door handle, studying the small brass collar of the lock.


Ilya finished making the bed, crossed the room, reached past him and turned the thumb-lock once, so the bolt clicked out and turned it back.


“It locks from the inside,” Ilya said. “Only from the inside. Every door in this house is the same — the bathroom, this room. Normal doors in a normal house. You can lock me out of this room any hour of the day or night, and there is no person on this earth who could lock you in.”


Shane studied the small brass turn for a couple more minutes, turned it a couple of times with his own hands, locked and unlocked it, and finally nodded. “Okay.”


Shane never used it. The door stood open — Shane slept with it open, sat with it open — it took days before Ilya fully understood, a lock not needed was the best gift for Shane those early days.


Ilya found a small lamp in the study, with a warm shade, and set it on the bedside table and left it burning at its lowest setting.


“You can turn it off.” He offered Shane.


“Leave it.” Shane said, quickly. Immediately Shane withdrew inward, ashamed of the haste. “Leave it. If that’s —- leave it.” He murmured.


Ilya left it. It burned low that night, and the next night and every night after. He did not know yet that he had just installed something that would burn beside Shane for the rest of his life. He only knew the room now looked more like a place where a person lived.


On the first night, after he came out of the shower, Ilya heard a sound from the corridor and went to his bedroom doorway. He stopped. Shane was crouched in the hallway outside the guest room, in the same hoodie and joggers, examining the door, the hardware, the handle, the small brass collar of the lock, studying it at close range with concentration as if his life depended on it.


“There is no lock on the outside.” Ilya stood in his own dark doorway, watched Shane confirming and reconfirming. He understood, completely, in one cold plunge, a piece of the suffering that the man he loved had endured in the past two and half years. As Shane went back to lay on the bed after confirming the lock on the door for five times, Ilya stood motionless in the dark hallway with his hand pressed over his mouth, forcing down the complex grief back in his chest, something he could not afford to let Shane see.


Shane did not sleep so much as ration himself unconsciousness in twenty-minute intervals. Ilya, lying awake down the hall with both doors open, heard every interval begin and end. Some time past two he heard the guest bed creak, then bare feet on the wooden floor boards, and then a silence that went too long. He got up, went down stairs and found Shane standing in the dark kitchen in front of the sink, not moving, with one hand on the counter.


“Shane?” Ilya approached him like approaching a wounded animal.


“Sorry.” The apology came out instantly, before anything else, the reflex was faster than thought. “Sorry — I didn’t mean to wake you. I was trying to be quiet.”


“You did not wake me. I was awake.” Ilya turned on the small light over the stove and asked slowly, “what do you need?”


Shane stood there with the same hoodie and joggers, in the kitchen of a house that he was just as familiar as his own condo since 2018, who was always welcome here, and asked, with hesitation, with doubt, need for permission threaded through every word, whether it would be all right if he had some water.


Ilya was glad, afterward, that he turned on the low stove light instead of the recess light on the kitchen ceiling, because he did not trust himself to be able to hide the despair that crossed his face. He filled a glass, brought it, set it in Shane’s hand and closed Shane’s fingers around it with both of his own.


“Listen to me,” he said. “I am going to say this as many times as you need to hear it, for as long as you need. This is your house now as much as mine. Everything in it is yours. The water is yours. The food is yours. The lamp, the bed, my time, myself — all yours. You cannot steal from me what I am offering to you. You do not ask for permission here. Not for water. Not for anything. Not ever again.”


Shane glanced at him over the glass. His eyes filled but the tears did not spill. He drank the water. An hour later — Ilya heard it from his own room laying in the dark staring at the ceiling with his own eyes wet — the footsteps came down the hall again. Shane paused at the open door, said with a small and deliberate voice, as if testing the new rule, “I am going to have more water.”


Not asking this time, announcing.


“Good,” Ilya replied into the dark. “There is ginger ale also. It’s yours too.”
And it was in those first days that Ilya noticed what calling Shane by the name did. Shane's name — said plainly, at the front of a sentence — seemed to ground him. Shane settled with the sound of his first name. His now dull brown eyes would become an inch more present with a flicker close to disbelief. Ilya did not understand it but did not need to understand it to use it. He began, deliberately, generously let the sound of Shane roll out of his tongue — Shane, the soup is warm. Shane, listen, it is raining. Shane, I am going downstairs, I will be three minutes — dozens of times a day, and every time it landed the same.
Ilya opened a fresh page on the notepad app on his phone the second day. One of the criteria the physician at the detention center nailed into him was administering the prescribed regimen according to a strict schedule and recording everything regarding Shane’s symptoms and effect of those medications. He grudgingly promised it was a task he was willing to do to keep Shane away from an inpatient treatment facility. So he wrote everything down on his phone, because exhaustion was already sanding his memory smooth and mistakes here could not be afforded. What Shane drank and when; what he ate, when he ate anything; the sleep, in its broken intervals; the medications he administered and the effect. It was necessary and it was correct, but every time Ilya opened the app and started a new line, a revulsion moved through him that he could not explain — something obscene in an app that tracked what went into Shane Hollander’s body, some violation that he was committing. He made himself a promise on the third day, out loud, alone, when this is finished, because it will finish. Not only will I delete this app, I will burn the phone in a fire pit in the backyard garden. I will watch you melt.


He found the baby monitor in the garage the same day, where he had put it in a box in May when at the time he could not bring himself to throw it away. It was brought by the home nurse Patricia during David’s last month when the illness caused his mobility to be severely limited. It was a small white thing with a green light, so that a dying man’s breathing could be heard from the kitchen, from the garden, from wherever he was in the Hollander house. It had done that work faithfully to the end. Now Ilya wiped the dust from it, carried it upstairs and set it on Shane’s bedside table beside the lamp. He put the receiver in his own pocket. From that moment the house had two heartbeats and Ilya carried one of them with him room to room.


“What is that?” Shane asked.


“So I can hear you,” Ilya said. “From the kitchen. From anywhere. If you say my name, I will hear it and I will come to you. You do not have to get up. You do not have to call out loud. Say my name in a whisper and I am already on the stairs.”


Shane admired the small white thing and nodded. “Okay.”


An hour later, from upstairs, at a whisper, Shane was testing. “Ilya.”


Ilya was on the stairs before the sound of his name finished. He arrived in the doorway and Shane was sitting up in bed looking embarrassed and amazed at once.


“I didn’t need anything.” Shane said apologetically. “I was just checking.”


“Check as often as you like.” Ilya said. “The result will not change.”
On the second night, past two, Ilya heard the guest-room floor, the pause, and the slow tread on the stairs. He was already at the kitchen table when Shane came down.
He had gone down first on purpose. He knew Shane could only lay still in the bed without sleep for so long and would get up at some point. He had decided when that happened, Shane would not walk into the dark empty kitchen alone ever again like he did that first night. So he sat at the table with a glass of water and the living-room lamp throwing its soft glow. He waited patiently for Shane to appear in the doorway. Ilya did not look up quickly, did not say a word and just kept Shane company in complete silence like it was the most natural thing to do.
Shane got a glass of water. He sat down at the other end of the table. The house was silent and the July night stood warm at the window. They sat together in the half-dark, two men and two glasses of water, saying nothing, for half an hour. Nothing needed to be said. Ilya had spent nine hundred and twelve nights awake with a phone against his ear; sitting awake at two with the man himself twenty feet away was not a burden, it was a gift. It was a dream come true.
At some point Shane went back up to bed. Ilya stayed at the table until the blue light at the break of dawn appeared outside the window.
The withdrawal symptoms broke on the fourth day, before dawn, exactly as the doctor warned.
Ilya had felt the early edges gathering for days. He had watched them on the drive from Montreal, the restlessness in Shane’s legs, the low grade nausea he would not name, the way his clothes seemed to sit wrong against his skin. On the fourth morning it arrived in full. Ilya heard it begin: the bed, the unsteady feet, the bathroom door. He was up and in the hallway within seconds, then he made himself stop. Because a man being sick wanted neither an audience nor abandonment. He stood in the bathroom doorway. He did not go in and did not speak. Shane knelt on the tile with his forehead on the porcelain. Vomiting arrived in waves and Shane’s body shook in between. Ilya stood in the doorway with his hands on his sides and his whole attention trying to figure out one question only: what does this require. Not what did he wanted to do, everything in him wanted to cross the floor and hold Shane, but what does this require.
“Go away.” Shane said, rough and thin.
“No.” Ilya said, voice quiet but firm.
Shane put his forehead back on the porcelain and breathed. He was sick again. Ilya stayed. After a while, when the worst wave had passed, he crossed the room gently and pressed a cool damp cloth to the back of Shane’s neck and held it there, the cloth cool but his hand was warm and steady. He would feel Shane’s shoulders loosen by some degrees.
“I’m fine.” Shane said.
“Okay,” Ilya replied, in a tone that meant he knew otherwise but would not argue.
The morning were repeats of the same play — Shane between the bed and the bathroom, Ilya a continuous presence at the correct distances, appearing with water when the mouth would be dry and held Shane’s shoulders, working the fluid back in him sip by sip, disappearing when privacy was owed, reappearing when it was over. He was reading the same face he had read for twelve years. It was stripped down now, gaunt and grey and hollow, but the expressions had not changed at all: Ilya could still see a wave coming before Shane felt it, still tell the need from pride at a glance, still know when to move and when to be still. He read, adjusted, and said almost nothing, and kept his rage — because rage was in him all morning, rage with no target in the room, rage at whoever did this to his Shane. Ilya kept it locked in his chest where it lived and let none of it near his hands.
In the afternoon the sweating started, which soaked the sheets through in a couple of hours. Ilya learned to keep three sets of beddings ready at all times, one on the bed, one in the wash and one warm from the dryer. He changed them every couple of hours during the day with Shane shivering in the arm chair wrapped in a blanket, apologizing. He would answer the apology every single time, patiently, with the same sentence: “you do not apologize for sheets in the house. You do not apologize for anything.”
The shaking came at the same time. Shane was unable to be still, unable to be comfortable, a deep involuntary tremor, the body's own seismic activity, a nervous system looking for a new equilibrium it had not yet found. Ilya watched Shane sit on the edge of the bed and stare at his own shaking hands with humiliation and anger fighting openly on his face. He was watching the love of his life being shown, in his own flesh, what had been done to him — and that there was nothing to fix, nothing to argue, no place to hide.
So he sat down beside him on the bed. He did not speak, and he did not try to force the tremor still by force. He reached over slowly and laid his hands over Shane's — warm, light, not pressing, not restraining, only there — and looked at the wall, and let the contact say the thing words could not.
“How long?” Shane asked when he gathered enough breath.
“The doctor said the worst of it is two to three weeks”, Ilya responded. “The acute phase. After that it becomes more manageable.”
Shane looked at his hands. “And then?”
“And then we deal with what comes after”, Ilya said patiently. “One thing at a time.”
Shane focused on the ceiling and said nothing. Ilya kept his hands over Shane's until the tremor eased. That afternoon, he had already wanted to make a phone call.
The fifth night was even worse. Ilya had known it was coming, the crest of the symptoms, as the physician described it. He thought he was prepared. He was prepared for the physical symptoms, but he was not prepared, when Shane’s mind left the room.
It began with a car door. A neighbor, coming home late from a party; one door shutting in the dark suburb night. Shane, who had been drifting in a shallow, miserable doze, came upright in the bed with his eyes open and wrong.
“They are here.”
“Shane —-”
“They are here, that’s the car. That’s how it started.” His breath had gone high and rapid. His eyes were moving across the room without landing, seeing another room laid over this one. “I heard the gate, Ilya. I heard the gate.”
“There is no gate here. Shane. Look at me —”
Shane’s hand shot out and closed around Ilya’s wrist with a strength he did not believe such a thin man would have, that would leave a bruise for a week — a drowning grip, the only handhold left in the world — and he pulled Ilya down close. Shane’s face in the lamplight was a face Ilya would carry to his grave: the fever, the terror in his brown eyes, and beneath both a pleading diminished soul.
“Don’t let them take me back.” His voice broke down in the middle of the sentence. “Please. Please — I’ll do anything. I’ll be quiet, don’t let them take them back. I can’t go back in the room. Ilya, please —”
Everything in Ilya went roaring. Every fiber of his being wanted to promise violence, swear to the man in his arms that anyone who came through that door would not leave alive, but the ounce of reason still left in him told him that it was the wrong thing to do. A terrified man did not need fury, he needed reassurance.
Ilya did not pull his hand free. He put one arm around Shane’s shoulder gingerly, laid his hand over Shane’s — no grip, only warmth – and brought his voice down low, level, absolutely certain and gave him all the facts.
“Shane. You are in Ottawa —”
“They —-”
“You are in Ottawa. You are in our house in Westboro. Nobody is coming.”
“The car —-”
“The car was a neighbor. His name is Ryan. He is only twenty-five years old but his parents are rich. You are in Ottawa. You are in our house. Nobody is coming.”
Shane’s eyes came to his face, skittered off, and came back.
“The door.” Ilya said, turning his head slowly, so Shane’s eyes could follow his, to the doorway standing wide in the dim hall. “Look at the door. It is open. The only lock it has turns from your side, not from the hall. And there is no key for it anywhere in the world. On the other side of the door is the hallway, my room, and the stairs. Down the stairs is a kitchen with crackers ready for you. That is everything on the other side of the door.”
“They know where —”
“You are in Ottawa. You are in our house. Nobody is coming.” Over and over, the same words in the same order, firm and clear, while Ilya buried his face in Shane’s sweaty hair. Sometime after the tenth repeat, the panic started to lessen in Shane’s eyes by the faintest register.
Slowly, in retreats and small returns, the tide of panic went out. Shane’s breath slowed and returned deep into his chest. His eyes stopped hunting the corners. The grip on Ilya’s wrist loosened until it was only holding his hand. Shane looked down at their joined hands, then up at Ilya’s face. Ilya watched him coming back to this guest room. Shane’s expression changed, the terror becoming shame in one second.
“I knew.” Shane whispered. “Part of me knew where I was. I could hear how I sounded. I couldn’t stop it.”
“You do not have to stop it.” Ilya said. “That is my job now. You get lost; I tell you where we are. It’s my favorite job and I am very good at it. I have an excellent sense of direction. You know this.”
Shane made a sound that could be interpreted almost as a small laugh — wrecked, hoarse, the first one since they reunited — Ilya held it in his chest like a trophy.
“Here.” He took Shane’s hand, the one that had gripped his wrist, brought it up, pressed flat over his heart, and held it there. “Feel that. That is me. This is real. When you cannot tell which room you are in. This room has my heartbeat. The other room never did.” He kept the hand pressed against his chest, his heartbeat rising into Shane’s palm, steady, insistent, alive. “You find this, and you know where you are.”
Shane left his hand there for a long time. His breathing slowed with the steady beat of Ilya’s heart. Somewhere in the small hours Shane slid into a doze against the pillows with his hand still resting on Ilya’s chest. Ilya sat motionless at the edge of the bed until dawn so his heart beat was within Shane’s reach. His arm was dead, his back was one long column of pain, yet he would not have moved even if there was a knife against his throat. When the panic tried to return before the sun rose, a smaller tremor of the previous one, Ilya was ready before it landed, low and level in the weak dawn light: “You are in Ottawa. You are in our house. Nobody is coming.” English wore out of him, sometime past six. He went on with Russian, in the words his mother had used on him when he was a child with fever, worn smooth by thirty years. Shane did not understand a syllable but settled under them anyway.
Ilya’s resolve broke on the seventh day. He made the phone call. The sixth day and night had been nearly as bad as the previous two. Ilya stood in the doorway at four in the morning watching Shane shake through another hour, gray and drenched and apologizing between spasms. Ilya decided on another approach. He had tried to follow the doctor’s instructions. He administered everything the physician prescribed, on a strict schedule, recorded everything down in his phone. But Shane was still suffering unbearably and all he could do was stand there helpless.
He waited until Shane’s shaking subsided and fell into a shallow doze. He went downstairs to the kitchen with the receiver for the monitor in his pocket and dialed a number that he hadn’t called for two years. It was his first agent that brought him from Russia to North America. The old man had been old already when the seventeen-year old talent from Moscow signed with him, and had never aged another day since, as if he reached a suitable age and stopped. He was a man who made things happen and had helped Ilya throughout the years even long after Ilya signed with someone else. The last time they talked was Ilya asking for help to find Shane, which the old agent suggested to the third investigation firm. It did not achieve the result Ilya hoped for, but he was grateful nevertheless. Ilya always understood, without ever asking, that his old agent’s connections did not end where the legal world did.
The agent answered on the third ring and Ilya told him plainly what he needed, opioids, fast, in Ottawa, whatever he could get his hands on.
There was a silence on the line, brief and complete.
“For him.” The old man said, not a question.
“For him.” Ilya didn’t specify.
“Give me three hours. There should be a man in Ottawa I can put you in touch with. I will tell you where to go and what to bring.” He paused. “And Illyusha, you never called me.”
“I never called you.” Ilya agreed.
“And you call me any time.” The old man said, and hung up.
The pick up was a parking lot in St. Laurent. The whole round trip took forty minutes, and they were the longest forty minutes of the year that had already contained very long time periods.
Shane was still dozing on the bed in the guest room, somewhat deeper than earlier. Ilya wrote a note and revised the wording far longer than the simple note deserved — he could not write a lie, not even a small one, not in this house, not to the man who deserved truth more than anyone in the world. He settled on the truth that was the most harmless: Shane. I have gone out to get supplies. I will be back by 3:45pm. You are in Ottawa. You are in our house. Nobody is coming. — Ilya. He propped it against the lamp where Shane’s eyes would find it first upon awaking. He checked the monitor’s green light. Then he stood in the doorway for a full minute doing what he could only call arguing with his feet, because the monitor’s range died at the end of the street, past that Shane would be alone in the world for the first time in six days. If he woke, the car door shut somewhere, if his mind went to the other room and there would be no voice to reassure him with those words —--
Ilya made himself go. He drove fugitively like a criminal, which, he reflected, was now accurate. The man who met him at St. Laurent had sunglasses and a baseball cap on, hiding his features perfectly. He just said oxycodone 5mg, took the envelope of cash and handed him a paper bag with pills that rattled inside a bottle. The whole exchange took twenty seconds. Ilay was back on the road within a minute with the bag on the passenger seat like a small bomb. He examined his conscience at every red light, thoroughly, and found no regrets. It was the first crime of his life. He would commit it again every hour on the hour for as long as Shane needed it, and sleep soundly after each time.
Ilya came through his own front door at 3:42pm and took stairs three at a time. He stopped by the doorway of the guest room. Shane was still asleep. The note stood untouched against the lamp. The green light burned on the monitor. Shane’s breath went in and out, shallow, unsteady but present. Ilya stood in the doorway with the paper bag in his hand and had to lean against the door frame for a moment while his heart rate climbed down. The relief moved through him violently and out of proportion. It took him a while to recognize it: two and half years of missing Shane had taught his body a lesson that he didn’t know if he would ever be able to undo — that the love of his life, not within his reach, might not be there when he looked again.
The same evening, when the shaking got bad and Shane scratched his calves so hard that the skin broke, Ilya brought 2 pills to Shane with a glass of water. Shane took them without any question and Ilya’s treasured how much Shane still trusted him after everything that had happened.
Within thirty minutes it began to work — the shaking went down by degrees, not gone but manageable, the anxiety came off its threshold, the nausea settled into something a body could hold. Shane lay in the relative quiet of it. Ilya watched the worst of the symptoms release their hold. Shane's eyes grew glassy and his own eyes became wet. Ilya turned toward the window and the fading summer evening so that he didn’t have to face Shane.
“Sleep if you can”, he said, to the window. “I will be right here.”
“Stay.” Shane whispered, exhaustion already overtaking him.
“I was never going anywhere”, Ilya said, and it was the truest words he knew.
Ilya did not sleep — not in any sense his body would recognize from before. Sometime in the loosest hour he let his eyes close while part of him went on listening, to the breathing pattern of the man ten feet away, to the receiver of the monitor. Any minute sound from that room caused him to be jerked away. Ilya ate standing at the counter as a chore, without tasting anything. He caught his own reflection in the mirror after a week— a hollow eyed man, grey at the edges, running on some fuel that had burned past exhaustion. He did not feel anything at all, everything about himself could wait.
When the medications held the worst of the withdrawal symptoms at bay, they focused on the unglamorous battle of every small daily task.
The shower was one. Shane could not be behind closed bathroom doors for longer than 5 minutes — the closed door was intolerable, alone and enclosed was worse. Therefore, the door stood open and Ilya sat on the closed toilet lid with his back half-turned, close enough to catch Shane if his legs gave out, far enough to leave him with some dignity. Ilya talked, about nothing, about the terrible state of the back garden, about Hayden’s persistent and Svetlana’s imperious voicemails piling up unanswered– an insignificant current of ordinary words that filled the space while the water ran. Sometimes Shane answered, sometimes he only listened, either was fine.
Shane’s hand still shook too much for buttons some mornings. Ilya buttoned the clean shirt for him, standing close, working from the bottom up. As he was reaching for the cuffs, in folding back a sleeve, the inside of Shane’s arms came into the morning light. The trackmarks, two and half years of them, in different stages of healing, a history written at the inside of the forearm. Ilya’s eyes went to them that first night at the detention center but he still could not keep his gaze on them for long. His hands kept working, steady and gentle. His eyes went to the collar, the buttons, the shoulder seam, anywhere else. He despised his cowardice even though he understood it. If his eyes stayed on the arms for too long, he could not possibly manage the anger and guilt on his face. And Shane would see. Shane, who was checking his face constantly, would see, then would carry what Ilya was feeling. Shane’s arms were carrying enough.
Food had its victories. Broth held was a victory; toast was a triumph. On the day Shane ate a whole yogurt, slowly, sitting by the kitchen counter and kept it down, Ilya recorded it on his phone — whole yogurt — with a pride so far out of proportion that he laughed at himself alone in the bathroom until his shoulders shook. Then he stopped laughing all at once and stood gripping the counter, because the happiness was real, but its context brought tears to his eyes.
Shane slept — truly slept — for the first time on the ninth night.
Ilya knew its sound by then; he had learned to tell the difference between restful sleep, shallow doze and the erratic unconsciousness infested by nightmares. Shane’s breath was deep and even, beginning before eleven, and by two in the morning, after it held for three hours without a break, Ilya let himself believe it. The medicine had finally helped. The man he loved was resting, actually resting, for the first time since their drive from Montreal when Shane fell asleep on his shoulders in the car that felt like a decade ago.
It also meant for the first time in ten days, there was nothing for Ilya to do. It also meant there was nothing to keep him from thinking about the last two and half years.
Ilya sat in the arm chair in the guest room, by Shane’s bed, in the low golden hue of the bedside lamp. The memories came rushing down like water finding low ground: all the nights of him in the dark. He had thousands of images through his head. He had imagined Shane hurt, held somewhere, scared. On the worst nights he had imagined Shane no longer alive, and had toured that particular grief so many times that he knew its architecture by heart. He had believed there weren’t any possible scenarios that he hadn’t imagined.
He had been wrong. He didn’t even know the whole truth yet but he already knew he was wrong. The fragments he learnt from Shane’s nightmares, panic and what Hayden told him in the parking lot were already worse than two and half years of imagination. There had been extortion, photographs — the Pike children at their schools, Yuna and David in their driveway, and Ilya himself, leaving practice, in his backyard, photographed by a stranger on an ordinary day while he thought about nothing. Shane looked at those photographs of the people he loved and decided to protect them with everything he had. Hayden never said it but the words still hang in that parking lot in front of the detention center. He did it for all of us. For the kids, for his parents — for you, Ilya. He did it so nothing would happen to any of us.
He didn’t need to know the details of what was done to Shane over the last two and half years. Everything was evident on Shane’s body, the arms that Ilya still couldn’t look straight on, repeated checking of the lock on the door, asking permission for water, panic and begging to not be taken back to that room. Those were enough to drown Ilya with the guilt of a lifetime. The details will come, not only to him, but likely to the whole world. Ilya couldn’t think about that for too long because for now the shadows alone were worse than everything he had built in his head at three in the morning for the past two and half years. The horror he could trace but not see, endured by the man he loved sleeping 10 feet away, who had walked into it with intention, for love, for all of them, for him.
The night was long and his defenses were nine days gone. Ilya thought about Yuna and David and found for the first time in the past two and half years, a terrible mercy.
They never knew. Yuna died grieving for his son but was spared the rest. She never saw the trackmarks on his arms, his thin gaunt frame, his hollow eyes. She never had to watch her boy asking permission for water in the kitchen. David, in the last weeks, with his hand in Ilya’s, had asked, twice with the thin voice the cancer had left him, had asked for Ilya thinking he was Shane, his boy. David passed away seven weeks before the raid in Laval. Ilya held the span of those miserable seven weeks and could barely breathe around it. And still, still, underneath the anguish and hopelessness of those seven weeks, the mercy was present. Ilya made himself say it plainly because it was the truth and the only truth he could hold onto at three in the morning: He was glad they never knew. Their grief was clean. A lost son, loved, mourned, hoped for. They were spared the devastating details of how much their beloved son suffered. It was the only kindness in this whole ordeal. It was an accident, but Ilya was fiercely grateful for it.
Shane had done this for him. That was the fact Ilya had to live with, had been living with it for nine days like hot iron swallowed in his abdomen. Photographs included him. Ilya was oblivious, protected by the man he would have traded the world for without his knowledge. Every safe day of Ilya’s two and half years — the grieving, the search, caring for Yuna and David at the end — every single day had been purchased in Laval, by the man asleep in the same room. Ilya had not known, but the lack of knowledge did not reduce the guilt or debt by a single ounce.
Would he ever get past it? He asked himself honestly, in the dark, and answered honestly: He did not know. He did not see how. Perhaps a person does not get past a thing like this. Perhaps he only learns to carry it so that it never spills on the one the debt is owed to. Then he would learn to carry it, perfectly, without a trace. Forever if that is what it took — Shane would never once be made to feel its weight. Ilya made the vow to the lamplit room and considered it witnessed.
The last wish he had at the small hour of morning, the most helpless wish that had lived in him for nine days and nights and lived in him now, watching Shane’s chest rise and fall: let him take it. The shakes, the nausea, the fear for locked doors, marks on the arms — every hour of torment. Ilya would have gladly taken into his own body if such transfer was possible. He would have signed anything, paid any amount, stood in any line. Unfortunately one of the most difficult lessons of this week was that pain is not transferable. He can sit beside the bed all night, change sheets anytime during the day, say those reassuring words ten thousand times, obtain illegal medications, but cannot once — not for one minute, not for one breath — take away any of Shane’s suffering to himself. Ilya hated his helplessness. He hated his own strong useless body, upright and healthy in a chair while ten feet away the man he loved paid down a debt Ilya hadn’t even known was incurred.
Ilya rose near four o’clock, because his back was protesting and Shane was still in a peaceful slumber. He went down through the dark house to the kitchen and made coffee. Ilya looked out at the back garden while the coffee brewed in the last hours of the night. The garden stood wild, the peonies had gone feral, swallowing the flower beds. The grass patch had surrendered to a season of weed.
When he had driven to Montreal on the thirtieth of June, Ilya had not planned to come back to this house. That knowledge felt surreal to him now and Ilya could not allow himself to think about it for long. But fate dictated that he did come back after all, with the man asleep upstairs who was the entire reason for him standing here in the dark kitchen brewing coffee.
I will fix the garden. Ilya thought, staring out at the window. He did not believe the thought yet because it still lived entirely in the future and nothing in him had lived in the future for two and half years. When he is stronger. Before the fall. I will hire someone to fix it and put everything in order. So when he looked out a window of this house, something is growing.
He took the coffee mug and carried it upstairs and sat back in the arm chair by Shane’s bed. Shane was still truly asleep, the longest rest in ten days, probably in two and half years. The lamp burned low on the bedside table, faithfully, and the monitor’s green light kept its small vigil. Shane’s face was still gaunt, still far from mended, but slack with real rest instead of total collapse. Ilya sat in the arm chair and watched him breathe.
“You are in Ottawa.” He whispered, almost soundlessly to the sleeping man. “You are in our house. Nobody is coming.” Ilya drank his coffee slowly while the light at dawn break came up over the ruined back garden, and kept his watch.
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  Hayden found it in the kitchen cabinet.
He had driven to Ottawa on a Thursday, two weeks after they had brought Shane back from Montreal. Because Shane had not called and Ilya had not called. The silence between the two of them and the rest of the world had stretched long enough that Hayden had told Jackie he needed to go check. He had driven the two hours west with the low persistent unease that had been his companion since Rue Parthenais sitting in the passenger seat beside him.
The house seemed to have turned inward. The curtains in the front room were half drawn against the July light. The ordinary sounds of the street felt distant and the air inside was stale. Shane was asleep — Ilya told him this at the door, matter-of-fact, as if reporting some significant positive development. He is sleeping, properly, for the first time in days. So Hayden went to the kitchen to make tea while Ilya sat at the table. They talked in low voices about how Shane was, how the withdrawal was progressing and what the last two weeks had looked like.
He had opened the wrong cabinet looking for the tea.
The bottle was at the back, behind a box of acetaminophen and a packet of antihistamines. The bottle was not prominent but also not hidden. Hayden saw it and recognized it as suspicious immediately — no prescription label, oxycodone, the kind of packaging that meant it had not come from a pharmacy. He stood at the open cabinet for a minute before he took it out and turned around.
Ilya was watching him from the table. He did not look surprised at the bottle in Hayden’s hand. He did not try to evade Hayden’s gaze. He simply shrugged his shoulders unapologetically.
“Sit down, Hayden”, Ilya said.
“No”, Hayden said. He set the bottle on the table and looked at Ilya. “What is this?”
“You know what it is.”
“I want to hear you say it.”
“Oxycodone”, Ilya said. “I obtained it outside a prescription. Through an old acquaintance”. He said it in the flat even tone as if he was reciting facts that were not open to debate.
Hayden studied Ilya’s expression. He looked at the bottle and then at Ilya and felt the anger move through him. Not the cold fury he had felt towards Lopez in Joseph’s office, something more frantic and more serious, “Ilya, do you know how risky this is?”
“It helped”, Ilya said. “Before you say anything else. I want you to understand that it helped. The prescribed medications were not enough on one of the worst nights. I made a decision and it helped.”
“That is not the point”, Hayden said angrily.
“It served its purpose.”
“No”, Hayden yelled, and his voice came out harder than he intended but he did not moderate it, “that is not the point. The point is that you are administering illegal opioids to a man who is in withdrawal from a two and a half year heroin dependency and you are doing it alone in this house without medical supervision. The point is that if something goes wrong — if his heart rate spikes, if he has a respiratory event, if the combination of what you’re giving him and what his body is doing produces something neither of you can manage — you are not equipped to handle it and he could die, Ilya. That is the point.”
The kitchen was muted. Through the ceiling Hayden could hear nothing from upstairs, Shane asleep was silent as everything else about him had been in the years he was gone. Hayden glared at Ilya and did not look away.
Ilya peered at the table. He stared at it for a couple of minutes and then he looked up. “I know the risks”, he said. “I have researched them. I know what to watch for and I know when to call for help. I have been watching it every hour of every day for two weeks.” He paused. “I love him. I am not doing this carelessly.”
“You are not doing it correctly either”, Hayden said. “And careless and correct are not the only two options. There is a third option which is —”
“He is not going to a facility”, Ilya said.
The words landed in the kitchen and sat there. Hayden watched him, his gaze softer.
“Ilya —”
“He is not going”, Ilya repeated, and his voice was determined.
Hayden pulled out the chair across from him and sat down. He put the oxycodone bottle on the table between them, looked at Ilya and asked, gingerly, holding his own anger at bay, “tell me why?”
Ilya examined the bottle on the table. He froze for a while and Hayden waited, and the kitchen was silent except for the humming of the fridge. Shane was still sleeping upstairs. Outside, the July sunlight streamed through the window under the half drawn curtains.
“He spent two and a half years”, Ilya started, voice turning unsteady, “in a locked room. He spent two and a half years with no control over when he ate or slept or what went into his body or when the door opened or who came through it.” His voice cracked. “He checks the doors. Every door in this house, several times a day, he opens them and stands in the threshold to confirm that he can leave. He sleeps with his back to the wall. He panics at the sound of a car door closing on the street.” Ilya took a deep breath. “You want me to take him from this house and put him in another building with doors that are controlled by other people and a schedule that is not his own and tell him it is different this time, it is safe this time, trust us this time.” He glanced up at Hayden. “I cannot do that to him.”
Hayden sighed. “Ilya —,”
“I cannot”, Ilya said, and for just a moment something showed in his face that was not control and not determination, something raw and tender. “You did not see what he was like on the worst nights. At two in the morning, you were not here. You did not see how he panics, begging to not let him go back there. I was here and I saw it and I am telling you I cannot look at him and tell him he has to go somewhere else, somewhere with confinement, and leave him there.”
“I hear that”, Hayden said. He said it carefully, letting the words have their full weight. “I hear exactly what you are saying and I understand. I am not dismissing it.” He paused. “But I need you to hear something back.”
Ilya exhaled and nodded.
“Shane’s trauma”, Hayden said, “is precisely why he needs professional help. What was done to him over two and a half years is not something that can be managed by love and oxycodone in a house in Westboro. However much you love him and however carefully the oxycodone is administered.” He held Ilya’s gaze. “He needs people who know how to treat what has been done to him. People who have done this before, who understand addiction recovery in the context of sustained trauma, who know what the second month looks like and the sixth month and the first year. You do not know what those things look like. I do not know what those things look like. And Shane is going to need someone who does.”
“I can learn”, Ilya said.
“You cannot learn fast enough”, Hayden reasoned. “You cannot learn fast enough and you cannot be objective enough.”
The kitchen was quiet again. Hayden waited and did not push. The silence stretched, and then something in Ilya's face adjusted — something he had been circling around finally decided to land.
“There is something else”, Ilya said. He whispered, almost to himself, as though acknowledging it to the room before he acknowledged it to Hayden. His eyes fixed on the table. “I have been telling myself that the first reason is why. That it is enough — that Shane’s trauma, the locked rooms,that this alone justifies keeping him here.” He paused. “But it is not the only reason. And I acknowledge that it is not the only reason.”
Hayden said nothing. He waited until Ilya was ready to talk.
“I cannot let him out of my sight”, Ilya said. His voice was low and hoarse. “I cannot — the idea of him being somewhere I cannot reach him. Somewhere I cannot get to him in a moment if something is wrong.” He stopped. “I know this is not rational. I know it is not what Shane’s needs. I know this is about me and my needs in this situation are not the relevant consideration.” He looked up at Hayden and his face was more vulnerable than Hayden had seen it in all the years they had known each other. “He was gone for two and a half years. I did not know where he was. I could not reach him. I could not help him. And he was suffering, Hayden, for two and a half years he was suffering so much, to protect me, to protect us. I was in my Westboro house calling his voicemail and I did not know.” His voice broke into a low sob. “And now he is upstairs. I can hear him sleeping. I know exactly where he is and I am not — I am not ready to let him go. I am not ready to have him somewhere I cannot see him, hold him.”
“I understand”, Hayden said.
They sat there at the kitchen table for half an hour. Hayden looked at Ilya’s face and thought about the cemetery in May, the one-way ticket, and the rigid stillness of Ilya’s posture at David’s graveside. He thought about the rearview mirror on the drive to Ottawa with the tears moving quietly down Ilya’s face, and he thought about ten years of watching this man across the ice as an adversary and two and a half years of watching him be something else entirely, he took a deep breath and couldn’t find the words.
Then he said, “I know”.
Ilya’s eyes were wet.
“I know”, Hayden said again. “I am not telling you that what you feel is wrong or that it doesn’t make sense or that you should be further along in processing this than you are. Two and a half years, Ilya. I am not asking you to be rational about two and a half years”. He sighed. “But I am asking you to be honest about what Shane needs even when it conflicts with what you need. And I think you are already being honest about it, which is why you said your needs are not the relevant consideration. You know the answer. You knew the answer since the doctor at the detention center told you.”
Ilya didn’t respond.
“He needs a facility”, Hayden said. “Not because you are failing him. Not because what you have done for the past two weeks is wrong — you have kept him alive. You have kept him comfortable to the best of your abilities. You have sat on the edge of his bed at two in the morning and given him what he needed and that matters, it will always matter. But it is not enough. Your love is not enough. The reason you are afraid of the facility is not only that it will hurt Shane but also it will hurt you, and you are trying to find the excuse that it’s good for both of you.” He held Ilya’s gaze without flinching. “It isn’t, Ilya”.
The kitchen was sullen again.
Ilya knew Hayden was right. He had known it for several days, but still was not willing to do anything about it, the way you knew things that were true and necessary and still found reasons to delay. He sat at the kitchen table, studied the oxycodone bottle and heard Hayden’s words. He knew what was right, what Shane needed, but he also knew could not bring himself to drive Shane to a strange building and leave him there.
He thought about it. He let himself actually think about it, the sequence of actions, and felt each step of the sequence was a stab of a knife in his heart. The conversation with Shane — however it happened, however carefully it was managed, telling Shane that he had to go. Shane’s face during that conversation. The drive there. Walking Shane inside. The moment he had to leave. Getting in the car. The drive back to this house. Coming in the front door. The house without Shane in it, Shane’s room empty, the kitchen without Shane at the table. Again.
He had done two and a half years in this house without Shane in it. He knew what that felt like. He knew exactly what it felt like and he was not able. Just the thought of it causes his chest to tighten, waves of panic to surge and bile in his throat.
But.
But on the worst nights he was frightened. He had not said this to Hayden yet. He sat with it for a moment, knowing it was what mattered most, the reason that made the argument about Shane rather than about himself, and then he looked at Hayden across the table and told him.
“Some nights I am frightened for him”, he said. “The withdrawal — the oxycodone helps but it is not enough, it is not the right way , I know it is not the right way. And what comes after the physical withdrawal —”, he stopped. “I cannot fathom what comes after. I do not know what his mind is carrying. What will happen when the physical part is over and the psychological part begins. I do not know how to help with that. I have been watching his face for two weeks and I can see that he is not — that there is something in him that is very deep, very dark and I do not know how to reach it and I am —”, he stopped again and his breath hitched. “ I am frightened that I will not be enough. I am willing to do anything for him. But loving him will not be enough. That I will sit with him every night, give him everything I have, and it will not be sufficient for what he had been through.”
Hayden said nothing. He let the words sit in the kitchen. He did not try to fill the silence around them. Ilya sat in the stillness and felt the truth of what he had said settle into him.
“That is the other reason”, Ilya said quietly. “Not only that, I cannot let him go. Also that I am frightened I am not enough. If I take him to a facility I will have to admit that. I will have to admit I failed to take care of him. Just like I failed to protect him two and half years ago.” He looked up at Hayden. “I do not like admitting that.”
Hayden turned his head up to the ceiling as he felt tears welling up in his eyes. Something shifted in his face. Two and half years of common grief and camaraderie, Hayden understood exactly what Ilya meant.
“He needs more than you”, Hayden said, then gently, he placed his hand on Ilya’s across the table. “But you are still the single most important person to him. You know that, right?”
Ilya sighed and nodded.
“Find me a laptop”, Hayden said.
They sat at the kitchen table for two hours with Ilya’s laptop between them and worked through it the way they had learned to work through things together over the last two and half years. Hayden searched, Ilya read over his shoulder, and they argued about criteria — Ilya’s list was long, specific, and non-negotiable, Hayden’s was practical, evidence-based, and they intersected more than they diverged, which was how it generally went when they were both operating from the same fundamental position, which was Shane.
“Not a standard rehab”, Ilya said. “Not a place that treats addiction in isolation. He needs — what happened to him is not separate from the addiction. It has to be treated together”.
“Trauma-informed”, Hayden said, typing. “Dual diagnosis — addiction and PTSD together. Yes.”
“Private”, Ilya said. “Completely private. His name cannot be — the media is already —”
“Private, yes.” Hayden was already filtering. “Outside Ottawa. Close enough that you can get there quickly”.
“Close enough that I can get there in twenty minutes”, Ilya said.
Hayden rolled his eyes. “We are going to work on that”.
“We are not working on that”, Ilya said. “Twenty minutes. That is the criterion.”
Hayden peered at him again with an exasperated face and then looked back at the screen. “Fine. Twenty minutes,”
They found it after an hour and a half. A private residential facility south of Kanata — forty minutes from the Westboro house, which was a compromise Ilya begrudgingly made with his jaw tight. Trauma-informed program. Specialization in complex PTSD alongside substance dependency. Private rooms. No locked doors on the patient side — Hayden checked this specifically, read it aloud, and watched the expression in Ilya’s face shift fractionally. Small census, never more than twelve patients. The clinical director had a background in treating survivors of prolonged captivity. The website was plain, professional, and did not say anything Hayden could find to object to.
“This one”, Ilya said.
“This one”, Hayden agreed.
They sat with it for a moment, the laptop between them on the kitchen table and the oxycodone bottle still on the table to the side. The kitchen was peaceful and upstairs Shane was still sleeping. They looked at the screen together and neither of them said anything.
“He is going to say no”, Ilya rubbed his tired eyes.
“Yes”, Hayden agreed. “Probably”.
“He is going to be so frightened”.
“Yes”.
“And I am going to have to tell him it is safe and I am going to have to mean it”, Ilya said, “and he is going to look at me contemplating whether he trusts me enough. I will have to show him I would rather die than let any harm come to him again.”
Hayden glanced at him. “Yes”, he said. “That is probably what it will take”.
Ilya stared at the screen until it went black. The decision was made, but not without cost. He will have to learn to live with the cost because this is for Shane. He could do anything for Shane. “All right”, he decided.
“All right”, Hayden echoed.
Upstairs, through the ceiling, a floorboard creaked. Both of them looked up. The creak was followed by the soft sound of footsteps, Shane moving from the bed to the door, and then the sound of the door opening — and a pause, the pause that Hayden now understood, Shane confirming the exit still exists — and then the footsteps on the stairs.
Ilya closed the laptop.
Shane appeared in the stairway. He was in the long sleeves he always wore now, his hair disheveled from sleep, his eyes slow and still carrying the distance that had been in them since Rue Parthenais. He saw Hayden sitting at the kitchen table and something in his face registered the visit without surprise, or the ability to be surprised has been eroded away in the last two and half years.
“Hayden”, he said.
“Hey”, Hayden replied back.
Shane scanned the table. He noticed the closed laptop and the oxycodone bottle, the grim expression on Ilya and Hayden’s face, and the slow careful intelligence that had always been one of the most essential things about him moved across his features, reading the room more accurately than he ever had before as it was an essential survival skill in the last two and half years.
“You found it”, Shane said. His gaze was fixed on the oxycodone bottle.
“Yes”, Hayden said.
Shane looked at Ilya. Ilya looked back at him with the steadiness he always had and said nothing.
“Are you two fighting about where to send me?” Shane asked.
“We were”, Hayden said. “We have stopped”.
Shane studied the closed laptop for a long moment and then he looked back at Ilya. Ilya did not say anything and did not look away. He crossed the room and put his arms around Shane, carefully and without demand, and held him — not tightly nor desperately, just present, just his arms around Shane and warmth of his embrace surrounding Shane. Shane felt Ilya's hands tremble on his back and heard his slightly erratic breathing and understood, without a word being said, that Ilya had seen what Shane was going through and that it was killing him. But he was not going anywhere.
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  Ilya came to find him later that afternoon.
Shane was in Ilya’s guest room, sitting on the edge of the bed when Ilya knocked. Not doing anything — just sitting, thinking about nothing, which was what he did a significant portion of the time now. The body’s stillness was a residue of two and a half years of having very little reason to move, and he said come in. Ilya opened the door and Hayden was behind him.
Shane looked at their faces and read because reading faces correctly over two and a half years mattered. Ilya and Hayden’s faces were not confrontational or alarming. They were full of love and concern that Shane almost had to look away.
“Can we sit down? Ilya asked.
“Of course”, Shane replied.
Ilya sat in the arm chair beside the window and Hayden leaned in the doorway. Shane sat on the edge of the bed and stared down at the floor.
“I want to talk to you about something”, Ilya said. “About what comes next. About the facility.”
Shane froze involuntarily. The word facility produced an effect in his body through the last two and half years of torture that was sudden and radical. He felt the color drain from his face, his hands go numb. Shane shook his head before Ilya finished the sentence.
“Shane, malysh,” Ilya said. “Let me finish”.
“I know what you’re going to say,” Shane said. His voice came out low and tight.
“Please,” Ilya begged
Shane looked at him. Ilya’s face was the same as it had been for the past two weeks — open, unguarded, the love and the grief present and visible, the composure still down — and now he was pleading with Shane to give him a chance to explain. And since seventeen years of age, Shane had never been able to say no to Ilya.
“I am not going to force you”, Ilya said. “I need you to understand that from the beginning. Nothing about this conversation is a demand. I am asking you to listen and I am asking you to consider it. But the decision is yours”. He paused. “But I am going to be honest with you, because you deserve honesty. I am frightened for you, Shane. The past two weeks have shown me the limits of what I am able to do for you alone, and it’s not enough. It is not enough for what you have been through.” Ilya looked into Shane’s eyes, full of anguish. “You need more than what I can accomplish. I hate to admit that but it’s true and you deserve the best”.
Shane looked at him. He heard everything Ilya had said. He understood everything Ilya had said but he is not sure he has enough left in him to go through with it.
“What kind of facility,” Shane said. His voice was trembling.
“Private”, Ilya said. “Outside Kanata. Forty minutes from here”. He paused. “Hayden and I looked at it today. It is not — it is not a standard place. It is for people who have been through what you have been through. The addiction and the trauma together, treated as the same thing, because they are the same thing in your case. The people who work there understand that.” He stopped. “The clinical director has worked with survivors of prolonged captivity before. People in situations like yours. He knows what it looks like.”
Shane looked at his hands. He looked at the track marks on his inner forearms, fading now but still visible, the topography of two and a half years written on his own skin. He felt the familiar combination of anger and shame and the exhaustion that seems to be his baseline for the last two weeks.
“Will I be locked in,” he asked, quietly and directly, studying the trackmarks on his forearm.
“No”, Ilya answered firmly. “The rooms do not lock from the outside. I confirmed this specifically.”
“If I need to leave —”
“We will go there together before you agree to anything,” Ilya said. “We will walk through the building and you will see every door, every room, and every exit. You will speak to the clinical director yourself. If anything about it feels wrong you will tell me and we will not proceed”. He paused. “You will not step foot inside that building without knowing exactly what it contains. I will not allow that.”
Shane looked at his hands for a moment longer. Then he looked up. “Will you come,” he said. “When I’m there. Will you —”.
“As often as they will allow”, Ilya said. “Every visiting hour. Every permitted day. I will be there.” He reached up to stroke Shane’s cheek. “I am not putting you somewhere and leaving you. That is not what this is.”
Shane focused on his hazel eyes, at Ilya’s face, the resolve in determination and the love underneath. He is not ready to accept this yet, but maybe, just maybe, it will be survivable.
“Hayden?” Shane said. He turned to look at Hayden in the doorway.
Hayden looked back at him steadily. “It’s a good facility,” he said. “We researched it for a long time. I would not be standing here if I didn’t believe it.”
Shane looked at Hayden for a moment and then stared back at his hands.
He did not speak for a while. Ilya let him be quiet. Hayden let him be quiet. The room held the three of them in the late July afternoon, the light through the window going gold and low. Shane sat on the edge of the bed, looked at his hands, and let his mind wander. It wandered back, as it kept going back, to the beginning of all of this.
Fall 2020 had been a good season, professionally. The Voyageurs were performing well and Shane was playing some of the best hockey of his career. The Irina Foundation had grown into something with genuine reach, genuine impact, the kind of organization that received the donation Lopez made in September 2020. Shane understood it as exactly what it appeared to be — a significant contribution from a prominent Montreal philanthropist, the kind of donation that validated the foundation’s position in the city’s charitable landscape and opened doors to further relationships.
Shane had been grateful. He had written the thank-you personally, had spoken with Lopez’s assistant about a meeting, had attended the first function in October with the professional ease that ten years of public life had built in him, a man who knew how to be in a room full of people who wanted things from him and how to give each of them the version of himself the moment required. Lopez had been a gracious host, a man who wore his influence lightly and deployed his charm with practiced precision. The evening had been unremarkable in the best sense — useful, pleasant, the legitimate social infrastructure of building a relationship with a major donor.
More invitations followed and Shane attended them because that was what you did, because the board members encouraged it, because commissioner Cromwell mentioned Lopez with approval in a foundation call in October, saying the relationship with Lopez was exactly the kind of profile-raising that the Irina Foundation and NHL needed, saying Shane was doing the right thing by cultivating it. Shane had noted this and had felt the faint pressure of institutional expectation settle around the relationship, the sense that Lopez was not merely a donor but a signal, a relationship whose maintenance reflected on the foundation and on the league and on Shane’s stewardship of both.
None of it had seemed wrong. This was the thing Shane kept returning to in the months that followed — how none of it had seemed wrong, how thoroughly it had looked like what it claimed to be, how his professional training in the navigation of public life had worked against him while he was never good at reading situations, but still had practice for ten years and this situation had read as legitimate. It had read as the normal social terrain of a man in his position. His instincts had not raised an alarm.
Lopez had told him in November.
They had been in Lopez’s office — a private meeting, framed as a discussion about the foundation’s development, nothing on the surface to distinguish it from the dozen professional meetings Shane had in any given month — and Lopez had leaned back in his chair and looked at Shane with an expression that Shane had not seen on him before, or that he now understood he had been seeing all along and had not correctly identified. He had said, calmly as if stating a business proposition, what he wanted.
Shane had sat in the chair across the desk, heard the words, and felt the room tilt.
He had refused. He had refused immediately, absolutely and without any ambiguity, had looked at Lopez across the desk and told him that the meeting was over. If he raised it again the foundation’s relationship with him was finished. Shane would be going to the league. He had stood up and left the office, walked to his car in the parking garage, and sat in it for twenty minutes with his hands on the wheel before he drove home.
He had been angry. Not frightened — not yet — but furious, the clean cold fury that his professional life had been treated as a venue for someone else’s agenda. He had driven home. sat at his kitchen table, drafted an email to the foundation’s board, and began to think about who at the league he needed to contact. He had been very clear, very focused, and very sure of what he was doing.
Then Lopez had called.
He had been brief on the phone. He said only that there was something Shane might want to see before he made any decisions. They would be delivered to his building the following morning. He advised Shane to look carefully before doing anything that might be irreversible. Then he hung up.
The envelope arrived the next morning, hand delivered to the front desk of Shane’s building by a courier who left it without a name, only Shane’s address in careful printed letters on the outside. Shane had opened it at his kitchen table. Inside were photographs — physical prints, glossy, recent, a dozen of them, and alongside them a typed note on plain paper, brief and without signature, that said only that Lopez did not keep electronic records of such things, that he expected Shane to bring the photographs with him when he came, along with his own ID but no electronic devices, and that Shane would understand why.
Shane looked at the photographs.
They were of Ilya and himself — not overly explicit but definitely unambiguous. Ilya getting into Shane’s car outside a Vancouver hotel holding hands. Photographs taken through a window — Shane did not know which window, which building — that showed them together hugging and kissing in his condo, in a way that no amount of foundation business could explain.
He had sat at the table and looked at each photograph. He felt the anger recede and something colder replaced it.
He had known, in the abstract sense, that there were people in the world who operated this way. He had understood as a public figure that his privacy was not guaranteed and that there were those who would exploit its absence. He had known this the way you knew things that had not yet happened to you, from a comfortable distance.
He sat at his kitchen table and looked at the photographs spread across it. He felt the coldness spread through him as he understood, carefully and completely, what Lopez had built around him and how long it had been going on.
He had decided to go to the police anyway. Had sat at the table. looked at the photographs, told himself that the right thing was clear. He was going to do the right thing regardless of the cost, that he and Ilya had survived twelve years of managing impossible situations and they could survive this. The league and the public could do the worst. Shane and Ilya would handle it. He had believed this. He had started drafting the statement.
And then Hayden had called from the roadside.
He had driven to Hayden at a speed that he did not consciously register until he was already there, the car moving through Montreal traffic with frantic urgency. He had stood on the roadside with Hayden, looked at the totaled car, and felt, underneath the relief of Hayden being okay, what this incident was trying to tell him.
Lopez had done this. He understood it immediately when he arrived, with a clarity confirmed by irrefutable evidence. He stood on the roadside, looked at Hayden’s totaled car, and felt the cold thing from the kitchen table spread outward from his chest into his arms and hands. He felt the police statement he had been drafting dissolve.
Because it was not just him. He had known it was not just him — had seen the photographs, had understood intellectually that Lopez was following the people he loved — but there was a difference between knowing something and standing beside your best friend on a roadside looking at what had been done to his car because of Shane, because of who Shane was and who he loved. This was no longer theoretical, this was real.
A second envelope arrived the next day, delivered to his building the same way as the first. No courier name, no return address, plain paper, careful printed letters. Inside were more photographs, but not of him and Ilya this time. Ruby and Jade at their school, the autumn light in the photographs exactly matching the autumn light outside Shane’s window that morning. Arthur at the park three streets from Hayden’s house, his small figure visible between two parked cars. Amber in the front garden of the Pike house, barely two years old, looking at something off-camera. Yuna and David in their driveway in Ottawa, David in his coat, Yuna with her hand on the car door, both of them unaware that anyone was watching. And at the bottom of the stack, a photograph of Ilya leaving the Canadian Tire Centre arena alone, his bag over his shoulder, his face turned slightly toward the camera as though something had caught his attention on the street. Then a picture of Ilya drinking coffee in the backyard of his Westboro house, eyes closed soaking in the late autumn sun.
Lopez called him the second and last time two days after the second envelope arrived. It was brief, courteous and to the point. He said in his emotionless but very assured voice that Shane must have received his second package of photographic. Hayden’s accident was unfortunate. The previous offer was no longer available. He would like to invite Shane to his private residence in Laval. He was a patient man. He trusted Shane will make the right decision.
Shane did not make a single sound throughout the whole call, not even a ‘hello’. He had sat at his kitchen table with the photographs spread in front of him and looked at each one, felt the last of the anger and the clarity and the statement he had been drafting dissolve completely. The extent of Lopez’s reach and power, the validity of his threat were not going to be moved by good intentions, courage or righteous justice alone.
He had written the statement three more times across the following weeks. Had gotten as far as finishing three times. Had read it, then looked at the photographs. He had not sent it to the police or league. Had told himself each time that this was cowardice, that the right thing was clear, that he was Shane Hollander, he had skated through bruised ribs and played through a separated shoulder. He could do the right thing now, and each time the determination of it had broken down at the same point, which was Ruby and Jade at their school in the autumn light, which was Ilya in his backyard soaking in the sun.
A third package of photographs came in the same secure route three weeks later. More of the same, Ruby and Jade leaving their after school activities, Amber snuggled in Jackie’s arm while Jackie trying to balance two grocery bags with the other, Yuna and David taking a walk in a trail near their house, now the trees are bare and the sky is greyer. Yuna was wearing a coat that Ilya just got her the previous week, which she bragged to Shane about. And more pictures of Ilya, more private, in Bood’s driveway with one of his ridiculous sports cars, playing with the team dog at Britannia park with Harris in the background, Ilya taking a nap on the couch in his Westboro house with the season changes apparent outside.
Two weeks later, a fourth package of photographs arrived. This time, it’s almost all Ilya, pictured at all angles by people who must have access to all aspects of his life. Ilya shoveling snow in the driveway at the break of dawn, Ilya walking along the Ottawa River with a forlorn look on his face, Ilya just coming out of the shower in his house with a towel wrapped around his waist looking at his phone.
The last picture had Shane shaking from the chills to the bone.
Christmas in Ottawa. He had arrived at his parents’ house carrying this weight on his shoulders and had looked at Ilya across the Christmas table and had thought: tell him. Tonight. After dinner, at home, just the two of them, tell him everything and let him decide what to do with it. They would do it together the way they had always done things, or the way they had always intended to do things. He had decided this clearly with determination. He had carried the decision through dinner and the evening. Upstairs in Ilya’s bedroom, he had lain in the dark beside Ilya and had felt the decision present and available but had not found the words.
Because Ilya was unhappy. This was the thing he could not get past — Ilya’s misery, which had been present all through the last few weeks, a low register of tiredness and frustration that Shane knew were about the secrecy and the distance that they had been carrying for years and that Lopez had made immeasurably heavier. He had lain beside Ilya in the dark, felt his desolation and had thought about telling him. He had thought about what telling him would mean — what it would bring to Ilya’s door, what it would cost him, whether the man lying beside him in the dark who was already miserable, who was already tired, would be better off not knowing.
And then Boxing Day. The fight. The question — would you choose hockey or me — Shane paused, which was not hesitation about the answer but the weight of everything he was carrying pressing against the moment, the two months of Lopez pressing against the simple answer that was right there, that was you, of course you, it has always been you, and then he had said it. But Ilya had not believed it, had heard the hesitation but not the answer. He had asked for a break, and the door had closed.
He had driven east to Montreal, sat in the parking garage for a long time.
He had thought about Ilya’s face. The anguish, the exhaustion, the fight, the hurt in his hazel eyes when he asked for a break. He had thought about the photographs on his kitchen table, the totaled car, Ruby and Jade at their school. He had thought about David and Yuna in their driveway, the photographs of them so recent that he could identify the season from the garden behind them. He had thought about Ilya again, alone in the back yard drinking coffee soaking in the sunlight with a serene look on his face that Shane had not seen for a long time during the hours they were together.
And he had thought again, sitting in the parking garage in the dark on December thirtieth after leaving the Pike house, that the equation was very simple. That he had been trying to solve it for two months and had been making it more complicated than it was. That the simple version was this: if he stepped out of the picture entirely, everyone was safe. Ilya was safe and free to move on from a relationship that was clearly making him unhappy. Hayden’s family was safe. Mom and Dad were safe. And Shane himself — Shane was the variable that Lopez wanted and his removal from all of their lives was the move that ended the game, that stopped the threat to everyone else.
He had thought about Ilya looking at him across the kitchen, asking for a break, and had decided that Ilya would be better off. Had decided it with the clarity that came from two months of sleep deprivation and fear. The Boxing Day fight made the decision extremely simple. He had called the number Lopez told him to call with his final decision, grabbed all the photographs while leaving his phone on the kitchen counter, Lopez’s instructions had been clear, bring them when you come, no copies kept, no trail. He left his condo building and got in the car waiting for him four blocks away.
Shane resurfaced from the memory gradually, the present reassembling itself around him, the guest room bathed in the July evening light. Ilya was still in the chair. Hayden was still standing by the doorway. He was still sitting on the edge of the bed and felt the memory recede, felt the present take its place and breathed.
He looked at his hands. The track marks fading but visible, the evidence of what the agreement had cost him, written on his own body.
Then he looked at Ilya again. These last two and half years were not easy for him. He looked older than his thirty-two years of age, frown lines on the forehead, at the corner of lips and eyes deeper than Shane had ever seen him. He is still handsome like a Greek god, but weathered features were on his face and the hint of recklessness in his hazel eyes from the younger days were gone.
Ilya was watching him. He had not moved from the chair. He had not spoken during the silence that had stretched while Shane was somewhere else, had simply waited with the patience he had had all his life only for Shane. His face was the same as the one he saw in that interview room two weeks ago, full of love, grief, and determination as if Shane was forever the most important person in the world.
Shane looked at Ilya’s face and thought about the parking garage on December thirtieth. Thought about the version of the equation he had solved that night, had thought it was so simple. Now he realized how wrong he had been. Not wrong about trying to protect the people he loved, but how Ilya could possibly be better off without him. It was the most catastrophic mistake he had made in his life and it had costed them two and half years.
He thought about what Ilya had done with those two and a half years. The investigators, maintaining the condo, calling the voicemail, burying his Mom and Dad, which he had not allowed himself to properly grieve for yet, the one-way ticket to Moscow, the oxycodone obtained through a contact because he could not watch Shane suffer and do nothing. He thought about two weeks worth of nights of Ilya on the edge of the bed with his hand on Shane’s back at four in the morning. He thought about tears on Ilya’s face in the rearview mirror that he caught a glance of in Hayden’s car on the drive to Ottawa, when they thought he fell asleep. The tears streamed down, quiet and continuous, on the face of a man who had gotten the person back that he had been holding his breath for.
He thought about what would happen if he said no to the facility. He knew exactly what would happen — Ilya had told him. Ilya would continue, try his best, offer everything he had. He would sit on the edge of the bed and help him whatever way his resources allowed him to obtain. He would learn what he needed to learn and manage what he could manage, alone in this house. At some point the oxycodone would become a legal problem and Ilya would absorb that consequence with indifference like a shrug of the shoulder. The same complete and total indifference to his own wellbeing in the service of Shane’s, and Shane would watch it happen.
He had spent two and a half years making sacrifices for the people he loved. Had made the largest sacrifice available to him, had given up his freedom and his body and two and a half years of his life. It had not been enough, had not even been the right sacrifice, had not protected anyone in the way he had believed it would. His mom was gone. His dad was gone. Lopez had been dismantled not by Shane’s sacrifice but by an eighteen months RCMP and FBI joint investigation that had nothing to do with anything Shane had done.
The sacrifice had not worked. And now Ilya was sitting in the chair across from him, spending himself in a different way, spending himself on Shane’s recovery with the same absolute commitment he had spent on everything Shane-related since the 2017 summer in Shane’s cottage in by Muskoka Lake. If Shane said no then it would continue, and the consequence would accumulate to a point that it can’t be hidden anymore. It would be Shane’s choice that it had.
He continued to stare at Ilya’s face, at the love and guilt and determination. The man who left Boston for Ottawa in 2018 to be two hours from him. The man who called a voicemail every night for nine hundred and twelve nights to hear his voice. The man who obtained illegal substances without regard for his own consequence. The man who sat by the edge of his bed every night for two weeks just to watch over him. Shane thought about all the sacrifices he had made for the people he loved and wondered whether he had it in him to make one more, for the man he loved the most in this world.
He did. He thought he did. Not a sacrifice like the one he had made two and a half years ago — the disappearance, the decision to step out of everyone’s lives and close the door behind him — that had been the wrong kind of sacrifice and he would not make it again. But the sacrifice of something smaller, the sacrifice of his own terror of enclosed spaces in favor of what the man in the chair across from him needed from him, overcoming his own fear in service of Ilya’s peace of mind and Ilya’s freedom from the illegal substance charges that were otherwise coming.
He could do this. He looked at Ilya and thought about all the things they had survived. He thought about all the things Ilya had done and thought about the facility outside Kanata with the doors that would open from the inside. He thought I could do this. This time with clarity, making a considered choice rather than a desperate one.
“Okay”, Shane said.
Ilya looked at him in awe.
“Okay”, Shane said again. “Show me what you found”.
Something reorganized across Ilya’s face — brief and colossal, a single tear dropped down along his cheek which Shane caught with his thumb. Ilya immediately cleared his throat and reached for his laptop.
“There are conditions,” Shane said.
“Of course”, Ilya said. “Tell me”.
“We go together before I agree to anything. I walk through the whole building. I see every room, every door, every exit. I speak to the clinical director myself and I ask my own questions.” He paused. “And if anything feels wrong —“
“We leave,” Ilya said. “Immediately. Without discussion.”
“And you come,” Shane said. “Every visiting hour. Every permitted day.”
“Every one”, Ilya said. “I will be there every one”.
Shane studied him for a moment longer. Then he looked at Hayden in the doorway and Hayden nodded once, the small certain nod confirming a position he had held throughout. Shane looked back at the laptop that Ilya was opening on the bedside table.
“Show me”, Shane said.
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This chapter deals with Ilya's panic with Shane gone again. Unfortunately, this fic wouldn't be going into Ilya’s grief and trauma, but it will be explored in the sequel. Thank you again for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The facility outside Kanata admitted Shane on a Thursday morning in early August.
Ilya drove him there. They had visited twice before the admission — walked through the building together the way Shane had required, every corridor, every room, and every door. Shane’s hand occasionally found the wall the way it found walls at home, confirming the solid reality of what surrounded him, and Ilya had walked beside him. Ilya said nothing, letting Shane confirm whatever he needed. They had met the clinical director, a steady man named Dr. Reiter who spoke to Shane directly and honestly about his condition, who answered Shane’s questions about doors and locks and schedules with patient understanding. Shane had stood in the corridor outside what would be his room, looking at the door. He opened and closed it twice and said nothing. Ilya had stood beside him and looked at the same door.
After the second visit Shane had said he was ready. He had said it in the kitchen of the Westboro house over breakfast, firmly, not looking at Ilya.
Ilya said okay, put the coffee pot down and turned around. He looked at Shane sitting at the kitchen table — at his hands around his cup, at the careful way he was holding himself together, at the fear that was present in his face despite his best efforts to contain it. He crossed the room, sat back down, took Shane’s hand across the table and held it in his.
“Are you scared”, Ilya asked, very gently. He knew the answer but needed Shane to say out loud.
Shane looked at their joined hands. “Yes”.
“Tell me”, Ilya said.
Shane didn’t immediately respond. “Another building”, he said. “Another room. Another schedule that isn’t mine.” He took a deep breath, “I know it’s different. I know that. My body just hasn’t caught up yet.”
Ilya tightened his hand around Shane’s and said nothing for a minute. When he spoke his voice was raw. “Your body will learn”, he said. “I will be there every permitted hour until it does.”
Shane looked at him. “Thirty-seven minutes away”, he said.
“Thirty-four if the lights are good”, Ilya said.
Shane looked at their joined hands and felt the corner of his mouth move, just slightly. Ilya saw it too and felt something crack open in his chest. He squeezed Shane’s hands tighter and sat in autumn morning light trying to find his own rhythm of breathing.
The admission took two hours. Paperwork, orientation, a detailed account of what Ilya had been doing for him at home, recorded diligently on his notepad app, with certain illegal facts omitted. Ilya sat beside Shane looking at him, as if trying to imprint Shane’s profile into his brain because the thought of leaving him here and driving back to his empty Westboro house physically hurt. When it was done and the staff person who had been guiding them through the process said gently that this was probably a good moment. Ilya stood up, Shane stood up, and they faced each other in the corridor outside Shane’s room.
Shane looked at Ilya. His face was the face it had been since Rue Parthenais — hollow, the eyes large, carrying their distance — but there was something in it today that had not been there in the first days, something fragile but effortful. The light in those brown eyes are not back yet, but Ilya could see they are trying to resurface from the thick layer of fog.
“I’ll be here next Friday”, Ilya said. “One in the afternoon. They said one pm.”
“Yes”, Shane said.
“If you need anything before —”
“I know”, Shane said reassuringly. “I know how to reach you.”
Ilya looked at his face and felt the full gravity of what he was about to do, which was to turn around, drive back in an empty car to the same empty house that has haunted him for the last two and half years.
He pulled Shane to him with a gentle hug, the lightest possible contact, the contact they have learned to use these past weeks since the detention center, present without pressure. Ilya planted a ghost of a kiss on Shane's temple. He turned around, walked down the corridor without looking back because he could not make this harder for either of them than it already was.
He made it to the car before breaking down. He sat in the driver’s seat, looked at the steering wheel and sobbed.
The first week was the worst.
He had expected it to be difficult. But he had not expected the constant pressure of impending doom. It was not purely grief or even loneliness, though he felt both those things. His nervous system had spent four weeks recalibrating itself around Shane’s presence in the Westboro house, but now Shane is gone. Now the house felt wrong, too large, too much space, too much light. He had just learned to breathe the last few weeks, despite it being so difficult, but now the air is again snatched from him, and he is back to the deprivation that characterized his life since January 2021. This continuous low-level panic that existed, did not respond to reason, or telling himself over and over again that Shane was safe forty minutes away.
He woke at three in the morning on the first night. Shane was not down the hall. The house was completely silent. Before he was fully conscious he was sitting upright in the bed with his heart hammering and the certainty, absolute and total, that Shane was gone. Not safe. Gone. Taken again. Somewhere Ilya could not reach, in some room with a door that locked from the outside. Ilya was in his Westboro house, did not know where he was, and could not help him.
He sat in the bed, breathed and told himself where Shane was. He told himself the name of the facility, the road it was on, the name of the clinical director and the visiting hours on Friday afternoon. He told himself all those facts but his heart continued to hammer and the panic did not fully dissolve. He got out of bed, went to the kitchen, opened the third drawer, and took out the folder.
He had put it there as soon as he came back from Kanata. The admission paperwork, copied in full — the intake forms with Shane’s name and date of birth, the date of admission and the address of the facility, the name of the clinical director and the direct phone number for the nursing station. All the information in the folder in the third drawer of the kitchen, because he had known his own worst tendencies, that there would be nights when he needed it.
He sat at the kitchen table at three in the morning, read through the paperwork, and reiterated each fact in his mind— Shane’s name, the date, the address, the phone number — and felt the panic release its grip by degrees gradually, but not completely. He sat at the table until it was tolerable. Then he went back to bed, laid in the dark. He did not sleep until the sky outside the window began to lighten.
He called Hayden on the second night. He had told himself he was not going to call Hayden, that Hayden has four kids under the age of ten and a full life of his own. He did not need to be woken at two in the morning by Ilya’s irrational panic. Then he was sitting at the kitchen table with the folder open in front of him. His hands were shaking. He called Hayden anyway because Hayden had told him to call at any hour.
“He’s there,” Hayden said, the moment he picked up. Not hello, not what’s wrong, just that, the exact words Ilya needed, said in a steady and determined voice. He obviously had been expecting this call and had the answer ready. “He is at the facility on Robertson Road in Kanata and he is in his room and he is safe. His name is on the intake form in your kitchen drawer. Dr. Reiter has his direct line on the front page”.
“I know,” Ilya said.
“I know you know”, Hayden said. “Say it back.”
“He is at the facility”, Ilya said. “On Robertson Road. He is in his room.” He took a breath. “He is safe.”
“Yes”, Hayden said. “He is safe.”
They stayed on the phone for a while after that, not talking much, just the connection present, Hayden was in Montreal and Ilya was at his kitchen table in Ottawa with the folder open in front. The breeze of August night outside the window, occasional chirps of crickets in the backyard. At some point Ilya said thank you and Hayden said call me whenever. They hung up. Ilya sat at the table until it was light enough to justify getting up properly and starting the day.
He called the nursing station on the third night. He had not planned to — had told himself it was an intrusion, that Shane had a right to his first week without Ilya checking up on him, and then he was again at the kitchen table at two in the morning with the panic in his chest. His hands were on the phone before he realized and he called. The nurse who answered was calm and professional. She said that all patients were doing well but she could not give specific information. There were no concerns on the ward tonight. Ilya said thank you, hung up, sat at the table and breathed.
He called Hayden again the following night. And the night after that. Hayden answered every time on the first ring and said he’s there before Ilya had said anything. Ilya said I know. Hayden said to say it back and Ilya said it back. They stayed on the phone until the panic in his chest had released enough to be manageable. It was not a sustainable arrangement and Ilya understood this and did not stop doing it because the alternative was the kitchen table alone with the certainty of doom in full force and that was worse.
Friday afternoon. One o’clock.
The visiting room had a window, a table, and chairs. A neutral space that is not hostile, also not comfortable but somewhere in between. Ilya sat by the table and fidgetted until the door opened and Shane came in.
He looked the same as he had last Thursday morning. The same thinness, the same large eyes, the same careful movement. But he had slept — Ilya could see it, the slight easing of the exhaustion that had sat in Shane’s face for four weeks, the exhaustion of a body fighting itself around the clock. Sleep had not fixed everything but had taken the sharpest edges off. Ilya had been reading Shane’s face for fifteen years, and he was reading it now with his full attention to get himself through the following week.
Shane sat down across from him. He looked across the table at Ilya, and Ilya looked back with an unwavering gaze.
“I want to —” Shane started hesitantly. He stopped. He looked at the table instead. “I want to say I’m sorry. For what I did. For going to Lopez, for deciding —,” he stopped again. “For thinking you would be better off without me. For disappearing. For two and a half years of grief—-.”
“No”, Ilya responded immediately.
Shane looked up at him.
“Not yet”, Ilya said. His words were firm. “We are not talking about that yet. You are a week into a facility after four weeks of withdrawal after two and a half years of what you went through, and you are not going to sit in this chair and apologize to me.”
“Ilya —”
“I mean it,” Ilya said. “There will be time for that conversation. There will be as much time as it needs. But not while you are still fighting to be yourself. Not while you are still working out which way is up.” He grabbed Shane’s hand. “That conversation requires both of us to be present. Right now neither of us is.” He paused. “So not yet. Okay?”
Shane stared at him for a moment. Some tension visibly released from his shoulders, the tension that exited because he had been preparing to do something difficult but just been told he didn’t have to, not yet.
“Okay,” Shane sighed with relief.
“Okay,” Ilya said.
They sat there in silence. Outside the visiting room window the August morning was in progress to a rare Indian summer in Ottawa. The room was stuffy around them. Neither of them said anything for a while. The silence was not awkward. Silence with Shane was never uncomfortable.
“How is the room?” Ilya asked.
Shane focused his attention back at Ilya, a hint of twinkle appeared in his brown eyes. The corner of his mouth moved slightly. “It has a window”, he said.
“Good”, Ilya said, lips quivering a bit.
“The window opens”, Shane said. “From the inside”.
“Even better”, Ilya said.
“The clinical director came to see me last week”, Shane said. “Dr. Reiter. He just — he came and sat down. He said he wasn’t there to ask me anything or start anything. He just wanted me to know he was available when I was ready”. He paused. “He stayed for maybe ten minutes. We talked about hockey.” Something close to amusement appeared on Shane’s face. “He is a Toronto Guardians fan.”
“That’s so unfortunate. I am sorry to hear that.” Ilya said.
“I thought you would be,” Shane said.
They looked at each other across the table. Ilya felt it — the faint familiar current, the rhythm that fifteen years had built and that two and a half years had not dismantled, still present underneath everything else, still recognizable. It was subtle and it was cautious but it was the most hopeful thing Ilya had felt in a very long time. He held it carefully and said nothing, afraid that naming it would make it disappear.
The visiting hour ended. Shane went back to his room. Ilya went back to his car and drove to Westboro. He held that echo of hope carefully close to his heart all the way home.
Three weeks in.
The visits had lengthened gradually — the supervised hour of the first week becoming an hour and half by the second, the supervision becoming more discreet. The visiting room felt slightly less like a place where difficult things were managed and slightly more like a room where two people sat together. Shane was more solid, more present, in the incremental way that recovery moved. It was almost as if a slow tide came back — not all at once but in small advances, retreating at times, but each advancement was slightly further than the last.
He was talking more. Not about heavy things, those were still left to therapy sessions. Shane described them in a clinical way to Ilya sporadically, but Ilya could tell he was not yet ready to go into details. Ilya never pushed or prodded. They talked about ordinary things, small things, the routine of daily life in the facility, familial interaction with other patients, the books he was reading. He asked about the foundation. He asked about Hayden and Jackie and the children. He asked, carefully and once, about his voicemail — whether it was still active — and Ilya said yes and Shane nodded and did not say anything more about it.
On the Friday afternoon in the fifth week they were sitting in the visiting room. Shane had been talking about the food — the facility’s kitchen served three meals a day that were nutritionally designed and consistently adequate. Something the old Shane before all these would have greatly appreciated, and that fact was not lost on him. Shane’s relationship with food had always been complicated, but now it’s being entirely reconstructed. He said, in the flat dry voice that Ilya recognized was characteristic of the Shane from before, “I think, the chicken they served last night may have been a different animal entirely. Possibly several.”
Then he stopped suddenly. What was on his face was genuine surprise. Not at the joke itself but at the fact that it came from him naturally, without effort. The dry humor that had always been a part of him resurfacing after years of absence. Shane looked almost uncertain what to do with this small evidence that his old self was still there somewhere.
Ilya looked at him. He looked at the surprise on Shane’s face. He felt comfort and ache and love all at once, the way he had felt them every day since the detention center. But mixed with all those feelings was a flicker of hope, more solid than the echo from the first week. It is still new and tentative, but it’s the first suggestion that Shane was finding his way back to himself, and that they were going to be okay.
“I think they call it protein”, Ilya said. “The label says protein.”
Shane looked at him. The corner of his mouth moved upwards, the same movement it had made sitting at the kitchen table on that morning Shane was admitted to the facility, but more apparent this time, slightly less guarded. “That is not a reassuring label”, he said.
“No”, Ilya said. “It is not.”
They looked at each other across the table and the gleam of hope was there again, slightly stronger, slightly more on the foreground.
The visiting hours ended. Shane went back to his room. Ilya walked out to the car park, got in his car, and sat in the driver's seat. He looked at the steering wheel and felt the full force of joy that the chicken joke had produced in him. He was giddy. The gratitude he had in his chest for the universe at this moment was so large he didn’t know what to do, so he reached for his phone and called Hayden. Hayden picked up on the first ring.
“What happened?” He asked immediately. It was his default whenever he received a call from Ilya on Friday afternoons. Because Friday afternoons are visiting hours and Ilya’s call could mean many things.
“He made a joke,” Ilya said.
Hayden was obviously confused. “What?”
“About the food. The chicken they served last night.” Ilya stopped. “He made a joke about the chicken and then he looked surprised that he had done it.”
A longer pause. And then Hayden laughed. It came from him suddenly, caught him entirely off guard, and then it broke and became a sob. Ilya heard it break and felt his own chest do the same. Both thirty something year old hockey players were weeping on opposite ends of the phone on a sunny September afternoon, undone by a joke about institutional chicken on a Friday.
“The chicken”, Hayden said finally. His voice was wrecked. “It was almost the only meat he used to eat during the season.”
“He said it might be several animals”, Ilya said.
Hayden made a sound, not a word. Ilya pressed the back of his hand against his mouth, looked at the facility building through the windscreen, letting the grief, love and joy move through him.
“He’s coming back”, Hayden said, seriously, the way he said things that mattered. “That’s him coming back”.
“Yes”, Ilya said. His voice came out unsteady but he did not care.
They stayed on the phone for twenty minutes. They did not talk much — said a few things, left long silences between them, let the silences hold what words could not hold. The September afternoon was breezy and bright. Ilya stared at the rows of windows on the facility building and could almost see Shane through one of them, more relaxed than any moment since the detention center.
“Go home”, Hayden said eventually.
“Yes”, Ilya said.
“Next Friday”, Hayden said. “One o’clock.”
“One o’clock”, Ilya said.
He drove back to Ottawa through the September afternoon with the flicker of joy from the visiting room in his chest, the chicken joke, and the sound of Hayden’s voice breaking still echoing the car. Ilya felt his Westboro house waiting for him, though still empty, but for the first time in years, it’s a place he was looking forward to returning.
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Last chapter was somewhat uplifting, but this chapter is from Shane's POV again, a bit more depressing. Still will end on a hopeful note though. Thank you again for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The therapist’s name was Dr. Abington.
She was a small woman in her fifties with close-cropped grey hair and an calm attitude. She had an office on the second floor of the facility with two chairs, a low round coffee table between them, and a window that looked out onto the garden. She had introduced herself to Shane on his second day with the same directness that Dr. Reiter had used — sat down across from him in the common room and said “I’m Dr. Abington, I’ll be working with you when you’re ready, no rush on what ready means”. She made it clear to Shane during their first meeting that time spent waiting was not time wasted.
The first formal session had been in the second week, and the second had been three days after that. By the beginning of the second month they were meeting four times a week in the office on the second floor, and Shane was beginning to understand what Dr. Abington meant by ‘ready’, which was not the same thing as comfortable, was not the same thing as willing, and was something harder to define. It’s the inability to avoid it any longer.
He sat in the chair across from her on a Wednesday morning in September. He looked at the garden through the window and waited for her to begin, because that was how the sessions had gone so far — she began, he responded, they negotiated the territory together with her setting the direction and Shane setting the pace, a division of labor that he made these sessions having a structure that Shane finds tolerable.
“You told me last time”, Dr. Abington said, “that you had been thinking about the period before December. Before you went to Lopez”.
“Yes”, Shane said.
“I want to stay there for a while today, if that’s okay. Not necessarily to go through the events in sequence. Just to — be in that time. See what comes up”.
Shane looked at the garden. The late September morning was cool, clear, and the garden held the last evidence of late summer, the grass still green but the color lightening at the tip, earliest indications that the season was changing. “Okay”, he said.
“When you think about that period”, Dr. Abington said, “what comes first”.
Shane was quiet for a minute. He looked at the garden and let his mind go toward the question and wandered to that period. What his mind conjured was not a sequence or a narrative but something more like a smell, the way certain memories arrived not as images but as sensory fragments, the smell of his Montreal condo in the fall, the autumn light through his kitchen window, the changing of color of the leaves on the maple trees he could see from his balcony to blood red. Underneath those sensory details the feeling that had been living inside him for weeks— an unease he hadn’t been able to name, the body’s knowledge that something was wrong before the mind had a word for it.
“Something was off”, he said. “I was walking around my life and everything looked normal from the outside but underneath it something was wrong. Like a frequency that’s slightly off. You can still hear the music but the lyrics are slightly off tune.”
Dr. Abington nodded. “When did it become apparent?”
“November”, Shane said. “After Lopez told me what he wanted.”
“Can you tell me about that conversation?”
Shane looked at the garden. His hands were in his lap and he looked at them for a moment and then looked back at the garden. He thought about the office, the desk, Lopez leaning back in his chair with the ease that came with power and control, the world had arranged itself accommodatingly for long enough he would never expect otherwise.
Shane looked at the garden for a moment and then he began.
“I went to the first function in October”, he said. “Lopez was charming. The evening was completely normal — productive, the kind of event you attended and came away from feeling you had done the right thing for the foundation. I had no reason to question it.” He took a breath. “More invitations followed. Brand deals, media introductions, all of it legitimate. And Cromwell had mentioned him approvingly, which mattered to me. The commissioner of the league said this is a good relationship worth cultivating. I took that seriously.”
“So you trusted it,” Dr. Abington said.
“I trusted it,” Shane said. “I was in communication with the man for two months believing the relationship was exactly what it appeared to be.” He stopped. “I was never good at reading people. But I have had ten years of practice. And the people who have much more experience than me, whose jobs were to read others, who supposedly have my best interest at heart, all told me it was not only legitimate, but worth pursuing. I trusted all their judgement.”  He stared at the window. “I have found that very difficult to say out loud.”
“Why is that?” Dr. Abington asked.
“Because not seeing it coming means I walked into it”, Shane replied. “It means I made it easy for him. My professional judgment failed completely. I spent many months thinking if my brain was normal, if I could read others better, if I wasn’t so stupid—” He stopped and took a step back. “But I didn’t. With all the correspondence and meetings, I didn’t see it coming at all.”
“Do you believe that makes you responsible for what he did?” Dr. Abington asked.
Shane didn’t respond immediately. “Not responsible”, he said carefully. “But — complicit in my own — I walked in without seeing the trap. That is a hard thing to sit with.”
“Most traps are designed to be invisible”, Dr. Abington said. “That is what makes them traps.”
Shane looked at the garden again. “I know”, he said. “I know that. I am still trying to come to terms with it.”
“And when he told you what he wanted”, Dr. Abington asked. “What happened inside your body?”
“My hands went cold”, Shane answered. “I noticed my hands specifically. They went cold and I had the thought — I remember thinking, very clearly, this is what cold blood means. That phrase. I had heard it and I understood it literally at that moment.” He paused. “And then I said no and left.”
“You felt certain.”
“Completely certain. There was no hesitation. No was the only possible answer.”
“And then the photographs arrived.”
“Yes”, Shane sighed.
He was back in his condo, the fall of 2020, standing at the kitchen table with the envelope open in front of him and the photographs spread across the surface, and his hands were still cold, had been cold since Lopez’s office, and he looked at the photographs and felt the cold spread upward from his hands into his arms and chest, the cold of understanding arriving in the body before it arrived in the mind.
Photos of himself and Ilya. His own face, his own movements, documented by someone who had been watching patiently for a long time, assembled into a story that was not ambiguous. He looked at them and understood that Lopez had been watching since before their first interaction, possibly since before the first contact. The donation, the events, and the introductions had been the construction of a frame that Shane had walked into without seeing it. The understanding was thorough, cold, and sat in him like something swallowed that had not yet decided whether it was going to dissolve or stay.
“I decided to go to the police at that point”, Shane said. “I sat at my kitchen table with the photographs in front of me. I told myself the right thing was clear and I was going to do it regardless of what it cost us publicly. I started drafting a statement.”
“What did that feel like?” Dr. Abington asked.
“Clear”, Shane said. “It felt clear. Ilya and I had survived twelve years of impossible situations. This was another one, and we were going to face it together the way we had faced everything else. I was frightened but I was certain.” He paused. “I remember thinking — we are going to be okay. It is going to be very hard but we have done hard things and we are going to be okay.”
“And then?” Dr. Abington asked.
“And then Hayden called from the roadside”, Shane said. His voice went weary on the last word, the weariness he used when he was saying something that still had the capacity to wind him if he allowed. “His car had been totaled. He was fine — shaken, but fine. And I drove to him and I stood on the roadside. I looked at the car and I understood immediately what it was telling me.”
“What was it telling you?”
“That Lopez had done it”, Shane said. “That this was a message. That the threat was not hypothetical.” He looked at his hands. “Up until that moment Lopez was someone I was going to report to the police. After that moment he was someone who had already reached into my life and touched the people I loved. Those are two very different situations and everything changed in the space of standing on that roadside looking at Hayden's car.”
“Now you are not certain anymore.”
“Not anymore”, Shane said. “I drove home and looked at the statement I had been drafting. I could not finish it. All I could see was Hayden's car wreck.”
“The accident changed things.”
“Yes”, Shane said.
“Can you tell me how?”
Shane’s mind wandered and he allowed it. He was back in the therapy room, in the chair, the garden through the window, the September morning. “Before the accident I was frightened but I still believed I had a choice”, he said. “I had options and I was going to use them. After the accident the options were still there but they weren’t real anymore”. He paused. “Because the accident wasn’t an accident and we both knew it, Lopez and I, and that knowledge changed the plausibility of the options. Going to the police meant — they are all going to be in danger, Hayden’s family, my Mom and Dad, Ilya.”
“You felt responsible for protecting them,” Dr. Abington said.
“I was responsible,” Shane said. “They were in danger because of me. Because of the person I was and who I loved. The fact that Lopez was able to reach all of them.”
“Do you still believe that?” She asked. “That it was your responsibility.”
Shane thought about that deliberately. “I believe Lopez put them in danger,” he responded carefully. “I believe the responsibility for that is his.” He stopped. “I also believe that I was the reason they were targeted and that removing myself was the only solution I could find that kept everyone safe.” He paused. “Dr. Reiter and I have talked about this. I know the logic doesn’t hold completely. I know Lopez would have found another way to operate regardless of what I did. I know my disappearance didn’t actually protect anyone in the way I thought it would.” His voice was very even. “I know all of this. I knew some of this at the time but it didn’t change what I decided.”
“Why not?” Dr. Abington asked. Not challenging, genuinely asking.
“Because knowing something and feeling something are not the same,” Shane said. “And what I felt was that Hayden’s children were in photographs. Ilya was in photographs. My mom and dad were in photographs. I was the only reason that they were in danger. And that feeling was louder than any reason or knowledge.”
Dr. Abington nodded at him knowingly. “Tell me about the days before you went”, she said. “The days between Christmas and December thirtieth.”
Practice on the twenty-eighth. He had gone because not going would have required an explanation. He did not have an explanation that was not the truth, and the only person he was possibly ready to tell the truth to did not want to talk to him. He had skated and drilled and done everything the morning required. Skating and drills were easy, because moving did not require thinking. Stopping meant thinking and thinking meant confronting what was coming.
The locker room afterward. Hayden beside him at the stall, saying something about New Year’s plans, the normal conversation of a normal morning. Shane had answered in the normal way. He had watched Hayden’s face while he answered and had thought about the photographs, about Ruby and Jade at their school, about the fact that Hayden was sitting three feet away from him having a normal conversation while being entirely unaware that his family were at the mercy of a powerful man. The gap between those two realities had been so large and so unbridgeable that Shane had felt his chest tight.
He had gone to Hayden’s house on the thirtieth. Had sat in the living room, held Amber, talked to Ruby and Jade, listened to Arthur telling him about a snowman he built with his friend. Shane had listened and responded and asked questions, and at the same time a part of him had already left the room, had already moved forward into what came next. He had held Amber in his lap, looked at the top of her head and had not allowed himself to think about the photographs.
He had left Hayden’s house, drove back to his condo, and sat in his car for two hours.
“You went to Hayden’s house to say goodbye,” Dr. Abington said. She said it plainly, not unkindly, but directly and without softening, because softening would have been a way of obscuring what needed to be looked at clearly.
Shane was quiet. “Yes”, he said.
“Did you know that was what you were doing?”
“I knew”, he answered directly. “I told myself other things but I knew.”
“What did you tell yourself?”
“That I was checking in. That it was a normal visit”. He stopped. That I always visited them on the thirtieth.”
“And the real reason?”
“That I needed to see them one more time,” Shane said. “That I needed to know they were okay. That I could carry that with me.” He stopped. His hands were in his lap and he looked at them. “I held Amber. She climbed into my lap the way she always did, I held her, and I thought — this is what you are doing it for. This is who you are protecting.” He signed and felt his eyes sting. “And I believed that. I genuinely believed that agreeing to Lopez’s terms was the right thing to do.”
“And now?”
“Now I know my mom is gone,” Shane’s voice cracked a little. “And my dad”. He stopped, trying to regain his composure. “So whatever I was protecting them from, I didn’t protect them from everything. I couldn’t.” His voice was very level. He had gone over this ground many times and had learned to walk it without falling but had not learned to walk it without feeling it shift under his feet. “I know Lopez didn’t cause that. I know my mom’s accident and my dad’s illness were not Lopez’s doing.” He stopped. “But I still think about Amber in my lap. I still think I was doing the right thing. I still know it didn’t work. I don’t know how to reconcile all those things and still move on.”
“You don’t have to reconcile them all at once,” Dr. Abington said. “That is what this room is for. You can put one of them down while we look at another”.
Shane looked up at her. “Okay”, he said.
“Tell me about the parking garage”, Dr. Abington said. “December thirtieth.”
He had sat in his car in the underground garage of his own condo building for two hours.
He had driven back from Hayden’s house, pulled into his space, and turned the engine off. He had not gotten out of the car. He had sat in the underground darkness, looked at the concrete wall in front of him and had let himself think, properly and methodically, about what he was about to do.
He had thought about Lopez’s residence. He had thought about walking through the front door and what would follow. He had thought about Ilya — had thought about Boxing Day, the fight, Ilya asking for a break, and the door closing. Ilya had been miserable for weeks before the fight. No drama, not in a way he would have shown anyone outside the two of them, but Shane had known it. He had known Ilya for twelve years and nothing really escaped him. The unhappiness had been building, in a low constant register under the Christmas dinners and the evenings in the Westboro house. The exhaustion and the frustration that Shane knew were about the secrecy, the distance, and the years of waiting. Then Boxing Day had arrived and everything had come out. Ilya had said I need some space and Shane had stood at the door and said I love you one last time, and left.
Sitting in the parking garage, he had thought about the fight alongside everything else and had genuinely believed: Ilya wants out. Not in those exact words, but the conclusion sat in him with the full weight. He had been afraid of this a long time and was now being confirmed. And that confirmation made the calculation much simpler, had tipped something that had been in balance, had made a decision feel tolerable that had not quite felt tolerable before.
If he stepped out of the picture entirely, everyone was safe. Ilya could move on from something that was clearly making him miserable. Hayden’s family would be safe. His mom and dad would be untouched. And Shane — Shane could give himself to Lopez and everyone he loved would be protected. Ilya would move on and find someone that did not require this much secrecy and this much burden. It would hurt Shane, the thought of Ilya moving on, it would hurt tremendously in a way he was not going to allow himself to examine in a parking garage on December thirtieth. But it was the right thing, and he had learned a long time ago that the right thing and the easy thing were rarely the same.
He had sat in the parking garage for another hour. Then he called the number Lopez left, had gotten out of the car, went up to his condo and took the photographs from the drawer — Lopez’s instructions had been specific, bring them when you come, no copies on either side, no trail — and put them in his jacket pocket. He walked four blocks from his building to where Lopez’s car was waiting, a black sedan, a driver who did not speak, and he had gotten in.
“You thought Ilya would be better off.”
“Yes”, Shane said.
“Is that still what you think?”
Shane frowned. He thought about the rearview mirror of Hayden’s car on the drive to Ottawa, Ilya’s face, the tears moving quietly down his face in the reflection. He thought about nine hundred and twelve nights of the voicemail. He thought about the one-way ticket to Moscow and what it had meant if Hayden hadn’t interrupted. “No,” he said.
“What do you think now?”
“I think I was wrong,” Shane said. “I think I was exhausted, frightened, and heartbroken. I made the decision that felt like the right one but it was wrong.” He stopped. “I thought Ilya was unhappy because of me, because of the secrecy and the distance and all the things we had been carrying for years that came with loving me. I walked away from him and the unhappiness did not resolve. It became worse, and I caused that.” He paused. “I know I didn’t cause Lopez. I know Lopez is his own responsibility. But that two hours in the parking garage, the conclusion I arrived at — that was mine and it was wrong.”
Dr. Abington looked at him steadily. “The conclusion that everyone would be better off without you”, she said.
“Yes.”
“That is a conclusion we are going to come back to”, she said. “Many times, I imagine. Not today, unless you want to today. But it is something I want us to look at carefully, because it did not arrive in December 2020. I do not think that conclusion was new in December 2020.”
Shane closed his eyes and kept his breath even with visible effort. “No, he said. It wasn’t”.
“Okay”, Dr. Abington said. “We’ll come back to it.”
They sat in the quiet of the office for the next five minutes, the September morning outside the window, and Shane felt like he did after the end of every session — a bone-deep burnout. It came from hours of being entirely honest, which turned out to require more of him than almost anything else he had ever done.
“That’s enough for today”, Dr. Abington said. “You did well.”
Shane looked at her. He had not yet learned how to receive this — the acknowledgment — and received it now with the slight discomfort he now felt. He had not been told he did well in a very long time and was not sure he trusted it. “Okay”, he acknowledged.
“Same time tomorrow”, she said.
“Yes”, he said, stood up, and went back to his room.
He laid in his bed for an hour, looked at the ceiling and let the heaviness of the session settle in him. The material they had moved through redistributing itself, finding new configurations. All the emotions and thoughts are still there, but they are now properly looked at, and felt a little bit less overwhelming.
The first locked door.
It had been after the first week. He had been moving through the residence the first week, then suddenly one day, he had put his hand on the handle of this room door and the handle had not moved. He had tried it again, with more force, in case he was doing something wrong, and it had not moved. He had stood there with his hand on the immovable handle and felt something in him go very still.
He had known, intellectually, what he had agreed to. He had understood the terms. But there is a distance between knowing something in the mind and actually realizing it with your hands, and that distance collapsed in the moment of the immovable handle.
He had stood there staring at the door handle for at least twenty minutes. Then he turned around and walked back to the bed.
The first injection had been on the same day.
A man had come to his room with a small kit and had said something about stress and fatigue. A supplement that would help with the adjustment period. Shane had looked at the kit and had not asked what was in it. Momentarily he wanted to refuse, but then he thought about the photographs and the terms he had agreed to, and decided to let it go. The needle had been brief and almost painless. What followed it arrived within minutes — a warmth spreading outward from the injection site, moving through his blood into his chest and arms and legs, and with the warmth a relaxation so profound that his body seemed to release all the tension he didn’t know he had carried since that first meeting in Lopez’s office two months ago. He had closed his eyes and felt relief. Some nagging part of his mind brain had noted, the relief was not his, that it had been put into him rather than arriving on its own. But that did not stop the wave of relief flooding through him.
The injections came every three days. They were not random and they were not optional, though choice was not something you discussed in the residence. After two weeks he understood what was in the kit. After three weeks his body had begun to understand fully. It had begun to register the approach of the third day with a restlessness and a need that belonged to the drug rather than to him. Looking at the need from inside his body was the most frightening experience that had happened to him since he arrived.
He had tried, at various points across the months that followed, to be somewhere other than where his body was during the worst moments. To go to the cottage in 2017 or to his parents’ kitchen or to Ilya’s Westboro house. The distance between himself and those places had grown with each injection, each month, with each visit from Lopez, until the distance was so great that the journey felt impossible and he had stopped trying to make it. He had stayed where he was. The ceiling of his room. Lopez’s timetable. The kit every three days. The resignation that was not peace but was what peace looked like when all the alternatives were exhausted.
Shane got up from the bed at four in the afternoon and went to the art room.
The art room was a small space off the common room that the facility provided for patients who needed something to do with their hands during the hours between sessions, meals and sleep. It contained paint, pencils, notebooks, clay and the evidence of other people’s attempts to put things into forms that sessions and words had not been sufficient for. Shane had not used it before. He had walked past it several times and looked in through the glass panel in the door but had not gone in.
He went in now. He sat at the table and looked at the supplies. After a moment he took a notebook — plain, spiral-bound, nothing particular about it — and a pen. He sat with them in front of him and stared at the blank first page.
He had been thinking about writing a letter since the second week. Had kept circling around it. He had thought about what he would write, if it would be everything. Would it be the unedited version or the version he was protecting people with.
He started writing at four-fifteen and he did not stop for two hours.
He wrote about Lopez. He wrote in detail that Dr. Abington’s sessions were beginning to unearth — the coldness of his hands in Lopez’s office, the two hours in the parking garage, the first locked door, the first injection, the first encounter. He wrote about what it had felt like to watch his own need for the drug build over the first month, the horror of recognizing it as need rather than relief. He wrote about the ceiling of his room and the way time had moved through the residence, long and structureless. He wrote about the day he stopped trying to be somewhere else in his head during the worst of times. Because the distance back had become too far to travel and the exhaustion of the attempt had become greater than the comfort it provided.
He wrote about Ilya, about their twelve years of history, about Saskatchewan, Toronto, Montreal, Vegas, Boston, the cottage summer in 2017, and the Westboro house. He wrote about Boxing Day, the parking garage and the thought that Ilya would be better off. He wrote about finding out that Ilya had called his voicemail every night for two and a half years and the full force of what that knowledge had done to everything he believed about that period of time. He wrote about the fear — the fear that sat in him even now, even in this room in this facility, the fear that he was not going to be able to get back to himself, that the person who had walked into Lopez’s residence on December thirtieth 2020 was the last version of himself that was going to exist. What came after was going to be something more diminished, something damaged beyond repair. Ilya was going to sit across from this damaged version, love him out of loyalty, and guilt but it wouldn’t have been the same love that had been present in the cottage summer in 2017. Shane wasn’t sure if he still had a home to return to.
He wrote everything, in the art room at the table with the spiral notebook and the plain pen. When he was done he sat with the pages in front of him and felt the exhaustion of what two hours of complete honesty had taken from him. He looked at what he had written and did not read it back.
He folded it. Folded it along the natural lines of the pages, folded it into quarters, opened the back cover of the notebook, pressed it flat against the inside back cover, and closed the notebook over it.
He did not know if he would ever give it to Ilya. He did not know whether giving it to Ilya was the right thing to do or whether the letter had served its purpose simply by being written — whether it was for Ilya to read or for Shane to keep, proof to himself that he was still capable of complete honesty, of saying everything without editing it for the person on the receiving end.
He kept it. He put the notebook under his arm, walked back to his room, and put it in the drawer of the nightstand. He lay down on his bed and looked at the ceiling. Outside the September evening was settling over the facility garden and the autumn light was fading below the horizon. Somewhere forty minutes east Ilya was in his Westboro house. Shane was slowly, with enormous difficulty and at great cost, beginning to believe he might one day be there with him.
He lay there and held that belief carefully, a fragile hope close to his heart as the darkness settled around him in the room.
It was enough, for tonight, that it was there at all.
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Did you miss Hayden? I hope so, because he is back ☺️. This is Hayden's September 2023. His POV has been less frequent since Shane got back. This is a short transitional chapter, a hint of how Hayden is serving as a buffer between the real world and Ilya and Shane. It also mentions the events the sequel will cover in detail. Thank you again for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy, more heavy stuff to come Saturday.




 
  The media had the broad shape of the story by the end of July.
Hayden had known it was coming — had known from the moment Joseph called him on that Friday evening last day of June that the story was not containable. A cartel raid of scale spanning three nations and with a rescued victim of that profile was not something that stayed inside the walls of a detention center on Rue Parthenais. He had spent the weeks between Shane’s rescue and the first leak preparing for it. A lawyer — a good one, recommended by the Voyageurs’ own legal counsel, a woman named Desveaux who specialized in privacy law and had the reputation of enjoying fighting large media organizations considerably more than was strictly professional. A PR consultant who had worked with athletes in crisis before, who understood without being told that the word crisis was not the right word here. The entire framing needed to be different. Shane was not an athlete in crisis but a victim whose privacy was a right rather than a preference.
Together the three of them — Hayden, Desveaux, the consultant — had built a wall around the details and had held it, mostly, through July and well into August. The vague structure was out there: Shane Hollander found alive, cartel involvement, the name Lopez connected to the raid. What was not out there, what they had succeeded in keeping out, was the details — the two and a half years of torture, the nature of the captivity, the heroin, the full account of what had been done, by whom, and for what purpose. Hayden had given a single brief statement on Shane’s behalf — Shane was alive, he was receiving care, he was grateful for the support of the public and asked for privacy during his recovery. He had not given another one. He had referred every subsequent inquiry to Desveaux, who had the useful talent of being extremely pleasant while communicating that the conversation was over.
Lopez’s prosecution was building on its own momentum. The RCMP and FBI’s evidence from the residence was, as Joseph had said, substantial — enough that Lopez’s lawyers had already opened preliminary discussions about a plea. Though Joseph had told Hayden privately that neither the Crown in Canada nor the court in the US were inclined toward generosity. The discussions were going to be long and difficult. There will be a widely publicized trial in the near future, and Shane would be asked to testify as a witness at some stage. Deseaux was managing that reality carefully, communicating with the Crown’s office and the courts about timing, conditions, and what Shane’s participation would and would not involve. Every conversation she reported back to Hayden contained the same message: the Crown and court understood Shane’s situation and were prepared to be patient. Lopez was going to prison regardless of the timeline.
This was the world Hayden was navigating when his phone rang on a Thursday morning in the middle of September with a number he recognized immediately, the NHL’s head office in New York. He pondered some sentences in his head before he picked up.
“Hayden”. Cromwell’s voice continued the carefully cultivated warmth as someone who had been doing this for his entire career. He understood sometimes warmth opened doors that authority did not. “Thank you for taking my call. I know you’ve had an extraordinarily difficult few months.”
“Commissioner”, Hayden said. He kept his voice level and professional, the tone he used when he needed to be in a conversation he did not want to be in. “What can I do for you?”
“I wanted to reach out personally”, Cromwell said. “To express the league’s profound relief that Shane has been found alive and is receiving care. This has been — I think I speak for everyone in the league family when I say this has been an incredibly difficult two and a half years. The news of Shane’s recovery has been deeply welcomed.”
“Thank you,” Hayden replied, trying his best to be gracious.
“I also wanted to reiterate the league’s full support for Shane, for you, and for everyone involved in his recovery. Whatever resources the league can offer — medical, financial, logistical — please know they are available.”
“I’ll pass that along”, Hayden said.
A brief pause on the line. “How is he?” Cromwell asked. “If you’re able to share.”
“He’s receiving appropriate care,” Hayden said. “I’m not in a position to share details.”
“Of course, of course,” Cromwell said smoothly. “We respect his privacy completely. I simply —”, he paused again, and Hayden could hear in the pause the actual reason for the call, “I want to make sure that the league’s position is clear, Hayden. We are on Shane’s side in this. Completely and without qualification. Whatever comes out in the prosecution, whatever the coverage looks like, the league stands with Shane.”
“I appreciate that”, Hayden hoped he hid his sarcasm in his voice.
“Lopez”, Cromwell said, and his voice faltered slightly on the name, took on a careful tone, “was a man who deceived a great many people. Prominent people, respected people. People who had every reason to believe he was what he presented himself to be. The league’s encouragement of Shane’s relationship with him was made in good faith, based on the information available at the time, and we want to be clear —”
“Commissioner”, Hayden said.
Another pause. “Yes”.
“I understand what you’re telling me”, Hayden said. “And I want to be equally clear that my priority right now, and for the foreseeable future, is Shane’s recovery and his privacy. I don’t have bandwidth for anything beyond that.” He kept his voice professionally even. “If the league wants to issue a statement of support, I’d ask that it be coordinated through our legal counsel, Ms. Desveaux, so we can ensure it doesn’t complicate the prosecution or Shane’s privacy interests. She can be reached through the Voyageurs’ front office.”
“Of course”, Cromwell said, and the warmth had acquired a slight stiffness at its edges. “That’s entirely reasonable. I’ll have my office reach out to Ms. Desveaux.”
“Thank you”, Hayden said. “Was there anything else?”
“Just — give Shane our best”, Cromwell said. “When the time is right.”
“I will”, Hayden said. “Goodbye, Commissioner.”
He hung up, sat at his kitchen table, stared at the phone for a good five minutes and then called Ilya.
Ilya picked up on the third ring. “What happened,” he asked. It seemed to be the default greeting between them nowadays.answered
“Nothing important”, Hayden . “Cromwell called.”
A silence on the line. Then: “What did he want?”
“To express the league’s profound relief”, Hayden said. “And to make sure I understood that the league’s encouragement of Shane’s relationship with Lopez was made in good faith based on the information available at the time.”
Another silence, longer. “He called," Ilya said, “to protect himself.”
“Yes”.
“Before the prosecution gets further along and someone starts asking what the commissioner of the NHL knew about a major donor who was also running a drug cartel and human trafficking operation out of a Montreal suburb.”
“That would be my read”, Hayden said.
What came from Ilya’s end of the line then was brief and in Russian. Hayden did not speak Russian but the meaning was entirely clear from the tone. Hayden sat at his kitchen table and felt the amusement that had seemed gone from his life for the past three years. It’s nice to have someone on the other side of the phone who was as angry as he was.
“He told Shane”, Ilya said, and his voice had changed, had gone from the Russian word to something quieter and more dangerous, “that Lopez was exactly the kind of profile-raising the foundation and the league needed. He said Shane was doing the right thing by cultivating the relationship”. He stopped. “Shane went to those functions because Cromwell told him it was good for the league. Because the commissioner of the league endorsed the relationship and Shane trusted the institution. He believed the institution had his interests in mind”. Another stop. “And now Cromwell calls to make sure we don’t sue his ass because he acted in good faith”.
“Yes”, Hayden said.
“He did not act in good faith”, Ilya said. “He acted in his own interest, which is what he always does, which is what that institution always does. It cost Shane two and a half years and a trauma that probably will last a lifetime. It cost Yuna and David. It cost —,” he stopped. The conversation was becoming too heavy and violent for a normal Thursday afternoon. “I would like Cromwell to be in a room with me alone off record for five minutes.”
“I know”, Hayden said.
“Did you say anything to him?”
“I told him to coordinate any statements through Ms Desveaux and said goodbye.”
“Good”, Ilya said. “That is the correct response. The correct response I would not have been able to give.” He let out a deep sigh. “Thank you for handling it”.
Hayden was quiet on the line. “How has he been recently?” he asked. He meant Shane. He always meant Shane when he asked that.
Ilya thought about the answer cautiously on the other end. “I visited last week”, he said. “He was — present. More present than the week prior. He made another comment about the Guardian fan running his therapy program. Like,” Ilya took a deep breath, “almost like before.”
“That’s good”, Hayden responded with a hint of excitement.
“Yes”, Ilya said. The word carried everything he couldn’t describe when Ilya said it about Shane, which was the whole two and a half years compressed into a single syllable. “It was good”.
“I’ll call you if I hear anything from Desveaux”, Hayden said.
“Yes”, Ilya said. “Thank you, Hayden.”
He hung up. Hayden sat with the phone in his hand, thought about Cromwell’s fake warmth, Ilya’s genuine Russian word, the prosecution building in the Crown’s office, and Shane in a facility outside Kanata. He sat with all of it for a while and left Jackie a note on the counter. Then he got up, got his coat, and decided to drive two hours to the cemetery in Ottawa where they buried Yuna and David Hollander.
It was a Thursday afternoon in mid September, warm still, the Indian summer not yet ready to admit it was ending. The cemetery was quiet on weekday afternoons, nearly empty, the grounds were well maintained and in order. The grasses still green mowed to exactly five centimeters. Hayden walked the familiar path to the section where the Hollander markers were and stood in front of them.
David and Yuna side by side, their stones clean and recent, the dates on them still new enough to produce a small internal shock each time Hayden read them, the dates that compressed two lives into two rows of numbers. They said nothing about the dinners, the Christmases, Yuna’s hand on his shoulder, and David’s quiet steady presence. And a few feet away Shane’s memorial stone, still standing, still inscribed with the line from the foundation document, still surrounded by the flowers that strangers continued to leave even after the news broke he was still alive. There must be a steady accumulation of them from people who had read the news and come here with something in their hands because they needed somewhere to put their thoughts and prayers. Hayden looked at the flowers and thought about the people who had left them, people who knew the public Shane, who had watched him play or followed his career or simply felt the particular connection that the people sometimes formed with public figures. They had come to this stone in the months when Shane was gone and had stood here the way Hayden was standing now.
Shane knew his parents were gone. Hayden had told him that first night at the detention center, sitting across from him in that small interview room with Shane’s hands in his. He had said it as gently and honestly as he could. He had watched it land in Shane’s face and had stayed for two hours afterward. Shane knew. What Shane did not yet know was the circumstances — Yuna’s accident on the straight road in good conditions, the absence of skid marks, the police’s careful language about what could and could not be determined. David’s diagnosis, the appointment where he had said quietly that he was not sure he wanted to fight it. Ilya arguing with him, and David agreeing to try. David declined nonetheless, slowly and over months, the body finding its own conclusion in the absence of the will to find another one.
Shane did not know these things. Hayden thought about when he would have to find out, about the conversation that was coming at some point — not soon, Dr. Abington would be the one to judge the timing. Someone was going to have to sit across from Shane and tell him that his mother had possibly driven into a barrier on purpose, that his father had been told he could fight and had chosen not to, that the grief of losing Shane had been, in both cases, a weight neither of them had been able to carry to the end.
Ilya would tell him. Hayden knew this without needing to discuss it — it was Ilya’s story to tell because Ilya had been there. The truth required someone who had held both of them at the end, who loved Shane in the way that made the full truth necessary rather than optional. There was no right moment for it. There was only the moment when the truth became more necessary and waiting no longer makes sense. When Shane was strong enough for the full weight of what his two and a half years disappearance had cost. Hayden did not know when that moment would be but he knew it would be brutal when it came. Ilya would be there for him like he always was. Shane would get through it because Shane had gotten through two and half years that should not have been survivable yet it had not broken him.
Hayden stood at the stone and looked at the flowers left by strangers. He had been standing at the edge of a catastrophe for a very long time. The grief and melancholy became such a common phenomenon in his soul that he no longer acknowledged their presence. But today in this sunny, warm September afternoon, Hayden thought maybe he can start to watch the people he loved beginning to survive it.
He stood there until the afternoon sun turned into evening glow. Then he turned and walked back to his car, drove east toward Montreal, to the house where Jackie would have made dinner, Ruby and Jade would be finishing homework, Arthur would be building something defying gravity, and Amber would be exactly her cherry herself. He drove toward his precious family and was grateful for it because that’s what Shane sacrificed two and half years for. He would never forget his best friend’s sacrifice, never take his happy life for granted, not for a single day.
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More visiting room moments. This time Shane learns the truth about how his parents die and able to grieve for them properly. Fun fact: Canadian thanksgiving is in mid October, same as Columbus Day in US. We only have a handful of chapters left in this fic, but the last few are emotional so be ready. Thank you again for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy this short chapter.




 
  Ilya came on a Friday in late October, a week after Thanksgiving in the third month.
Shane was in the visiting room when he arrived. He had been there for ten minutes already, sitting at the table with a cup of tea that had gone cold. His hands were loose around it. His mind was somewhere else in the distance where it went frequently these days between sessions, a limbo state that was not quite rest and not quite thought but something between the two, a lower gear than anything available to him in the early weeks. He looked up when Ilya came through the door and a faint smile settled in his face, involuntarily recognizing Ilya as safe. Ilya felt his heart melt a little at the sight.
He sat down and looked at Shane across the table. Shane looked back at him and for a moment neither of them said anything, which was normal now. The silences between them have shifted across the weeks to be more like before, comfortable and familiar.
“You look better”, Ilya said.
“Dr. Abington would say I'm making progress”, Shane said. His lips moved into a smile. “I'm starting to believe her.”
“Good”, Ilya replied. He looked at Shane's face and felt the weight of what he had come to say. He had been carrying it since he woke that morning, had not put it down on the drive from Ottawa or in the car park or in the corridor. Dr. Abington had told him two weeks ago that Shane was ready — not that it would be easy, not that Shane would not be devastated, but that he was strong enough now to receive the full truth and that the longer it was deferred the harder it would be. Ilya had sat with that for two weeks and had arrived today.
“I need to tell you something”, Ilya said. “About your parents.”
Shane’s posture stiffened. He already knew they were gone — Hayden had told him that first night at the detention center. He had not allowed himself to grieve for them properly yet, the sessions in the last three months all had more urgent issues to handle. But what was in Ilya's face now told him there was more.
“Tell me”, Shane said.
“Yuna”, Ilya started. “She had an accident, October 2022. Her car left the road on Carling Avenue.” He paused. “She didn't survive.”
Shane stared at Ilya’s hazel eyes. His face was grave.
“The road was straight”, Ilya said. “Conditions were good. Dry surface, clear visibility.” He held Shane's gaze. “The police noted there were no skid marks.”
Shane was speechless for a coup,e if minutes. Then, very quietly, he concluded: “she didn't try to stop”.
“That may be what some of the evidence is suggesting”, Ilya said. “Nothing was officially determined. What is in Yuna’s mind in those last moments, no one would know.”
Shane focused on the table. His jaw was tight and lips quivered. He breathed slowly through it. Ilya watched him and waited and did not fill the silence.
“My dad?” Shane asked.
“He was diagnosed with lung cancer in December 2022”, Ilya said. “Stage four. I took him to the appointment. I was with him when they told him.” He paused. “He said at first he wasn't sure he wanted to fight it. I argued with him. He agreed to try.”
“But,” Shane said.
“He tried,” Ilya said. “He went to every treatment. We watched games together. He told me stories about you — the burned pasta, the mathematics test, the first goal in the regional league.” He had to stop to take a shaky breath. “But after your mum was gone he was — he was very tired, Shane. Not just from the illness. He was tired in a way that the treatment couldn't touch.” He looked at Shane directly. “He passed away in May. A Tuesday morning. I was holding his hand.”
Shane stared at the table for what seemed forever. The visiting room was tranquil, the October afternoon through the window golden and still. Ilya sat across from him, did not speak, and let the emotions work through Shane.
Then Shane said, sadly, “so my brilliant decision to give myself to Lopez to protect everyone —” he stopped. His voice had a flat bitterness in it, self depreciating bitterness that could not bridge the gap of what his decision intended and what it produced. “My mom still drove into a barrier. My dad still lost the will to live.” He shook his head slowly and tears streamed down his cheek. “My dumb choice accomplished absolutely nothing.”
Ilya reached across the table and wiped the tears from Shane’s face. He took Shane's hands in both of his and held them tight. Shane looked up at him. Ilya's jaw was tense and his eyes were wet. When he spoke his voice cracked on the first word and he did not try to correct it.
“Do not say that”, Ilya said. “Do not ever say that.”
“Ilya —”
“No”. He held Shane's hands, tears were threatening to leave his eyes and his voice was rough. When he spoke again the words came from deep within him. He had spent three months thinking about what Shane had done for two and half years and had never once arrived at the word dumb. “I have thought about what you went through those two and half years everyday for these last three months. Every day, Shane. I sat at the kitchen counter or laid in my bed in that Westboro house. I read the news reports from the raid. I saw the trackmarks on your arm. I think about that night on December thirtieth three years ago, what it took you to walk into that residence.” He stopped, tears finally spilled down his cheeks. “You were alone with it for months. No one knew the full picture. There was no one to carry it with you. You looked at the people you loved and decided that your freedom, your body, your life—-that all of it was worth less than keeping them safe.” His voice broke completely on the last word. “I cannot. I do not have words for what that is, Shane. I speak two languages but still can’t find the word. What you did was the most—-I have never known anyone capable of that. I did not think a person could love other people that much.”
Shane peered at him and said nothing. He tried to lift his hand to wipe away Ilya’s tears like Ilya just did for him, but Ilya would not let go of his hands.
“If I had been in that situation,” Ilya said, “with those photographs and those people in them — I do not know what I would have done. I think I might have made the same choice. The alternative was letting harm come to the people I loved most and I am not — I could not have done that either.” He lifted Shane’s hands up and pressed his lips to the fingers. “But I don’t know if I would have been brave to carry it through or strong enough to survive it. The choice did not produce what you intended. That is true. But it came from the deepest and most real love I have ever witnessed. I need you to understand that before you call it dumb again. Because it was not. It was the bravest and most devastating thing I have ever heard of anyone doing, and it was done for love. I will not sit here and let you turn it into something to be ashamed of.”
He stopped. He was breathing unevenly and the tears were now streaming down. He did not wipe them away. He sat with them on his face and looked at Shane letting Shane see all of them.
Shane watched him across the table. His eyes were wet and he said nothing.
“Your parents' deaths are not yours to carry,” Ilya said, calmer now, the fierceness settling into something steadier. “What grief did to them — that’s natural, and Lopez's responsibility. Not yours. You did not cause what they lost. You tried to prevent it, with everything you had, and that is what I think about what you did. That is how I will think about it for the rest of my life.”
Shane studied him thoroughly. He looked at Ilya's face — at the tears, heard the absolute conviction in his voice — and felt the words land in him one by one. They did not dissolve the grief or the guilt or the bitterness. He had not expected them to. But they were Ilya's words, said by Ilya with everything he had, and Shane held onto them the way you held onto something solid when the ground was not steady, because they were real, they were true and right now that was enough.
“Did they know,” he said finally. “At the end. That I was still alive somewhere.”
“I don't know”, Ilya said. “I cannot tell you they knew.” He paused. “I can tell you they never stopped believing it. Your dad said it — he said Shane would not just disappear. He said it in the way that meant he had decided and was not going to be moved.” He looked at Shane. “And your mom ran the foundation until she couldn't anymore. She kept going to the board meetings, answering the emails and showing up for the camps. I watched her do it and I understood that keeping the foundation going was the one important thing she could do for you while you were gone.” He paused. “I don't know if that was belief or something else. I just know she didn't stop.”
Shane glanced back at the table. His hands were still in Ilya's. He did not move and the room was quiet except for their somewhat labored breathing.
“Were you with them?” He asked. “At the end? Both of them?”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
Shane nodded slowly. He looked at their joined hands and nodded. He did not speak for a long time. The visiting room held the two of them in the October afternoon, the light through the window casting golden hue. Outside the facility garden was moving into autumn and the leaves were turning yellow.
“You took care of them,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“The whole time,” Shane said. “Two and a half years. You were in Ottawa and you took care of them.” He stopped. “Because of me.”
“Because of them,” Ilya replied. “And because of you. Both things.”
Shane faced Ily again. His eyes were wet and his expression was open. There was no composure he had learned to hold for his ten years of public life. What was underneath was love, uncomplicated and overwhelming, entirely shown to Ilya without hesitation.
“Thank you,” Shane said. The two words carried everything, twelve years of love, two and half years of grief, the distance between the cottage in the summer of 2017 and this visiting room on October afternoon. Ilya took one look at Shane’s brown eyes, light finally resurfacing back through after the months of deep fog. He squeezed Shane’s hands and said nothing. It was worth it. Ilya thought, everything was worth it to have those eyes looking at him with that twinkle of light.
Ilya stayed. The visiting hours ended and he did not leave. He stayed through the afternoon and into the evening. The staff came at five o'clock and said gently that visiting hours were ending. Ilya said he would need a little more time. The staff member looked at both of them and said she would come back in an hour. Ilya stayed for the hour, and the hour after that. When the staff came back the second time and said they really did need to close the visiting room. Ilya stood up and looked at Shane. Shane looked back at him. Neither of them could find the words to speak.
“Next Friday,” Ilya said.
“Yes,” Shane replied.
Ilya put his hand on Shane's face briefly, just the thumb sweeping across Shane’s freckles, starting to come back with the walks he took in the garden under the sunlight. He couldn’t help but leaned forward and placed a chaste kiss on Shane’s lips. Shane was a bit startled but did not move away. Opposite, he leaned in. His eyes were closed when Ilya broke away as if the kiss was too short. It made Ilya warm all the way instead.
There would be a time for that. Ilya thought. He turned around, walked out of the waiting room, down the corridor and out to the car park. He sat in the car in October evening and called Hayden.
Shane was back in his parents’ house. Christmas 2017.
He could locate it precisely in his memory — the first time when he brought Ilya home for Christmas, when nothing needed to be hidden or explained. He drove straight from Montreal while Ilya arrived from Boston. The four of them sat at the table, his mom and dad accepting Ilya as if he was always part of their family.
The house had been the same as every Christmas, full of warmth, mismatched ornaments on the tree, the nativity set on the mantle with the missing wise man, and the turntable in the corner with the stack of Christmas records beside it. His mom had been cooking since what must have been seven in the morning and the whole house smelled of the feast. His dad had been doing something with a string of lights in the front window that had required several consultations with neighbors, a ladder, and a significant quantity of goodwill. Shane had stood in the kitchen landing and watched his parents be completely themselves in their own house on Christmas morning. He had felt Ilya come to stand behind him and wrapped his arms around his waist.
At dinner his Dad had told the story about their first Christmas together, the no-money Christmas, the turkey disaster, and his mom had laughed genuinely, the laugh she had for a story has become precious the more times it was told. Ilya had listened. Shane had watched Ilya listening — had watched the attention on his face, as if he wanted to imprint this story to his memory and never forget. He felt the love in his heart was suddenly too gigantic for his chest to contain.
After dinner his dad fell asleep in his armchair during the game. He did it reliably for thirty years, his hands loose in his lap, gently snoring. His mom covered him with the blanket from the back of the chair. She looked at Shane and Ilya across the room with the expression she had that saw through walls. She said he'll wake up in the third period and pretend he watched the whole thing and went to make tea.
Shane was telling Ilya something — some story about the first time he had watched this particular Christmas tradition, how old he had been, what he had thought of it — and Ilya said something back and Shane laughed. A real laugh, the one that came from the heart and was apparent in his brown eyes, just his parents, Ilya, the lamplight, the game on with the volume low, and his dad asleep in the chair. The laugh that came out of him was so pure and carefree.
And his mom, coming back from the kitchen with the tea, looked at him from the landing. Looked at his face the moment he laughed and then looked at Ilya beside him. The expression on her face was an understanding. She knew how special Shane and Ilya were to each other, how strong their love was, how much hardship it would learn to withstand. She knew it before they knew themselves.
She set the tea on the table and sat down across from her husband’s sleeping form. The evening continued, the game went into the second period. The house was cozy and full. Shane sat beside Ilya on the sofa, did not move away from him, and his mother glanced at them occasionally with that expression and said nothing. His father slept. It was the most ordinary evening imaginable and it was the best Christmas Shane had ever had.
He laid in his room at the facility in the October night after Ilya left and held onto this memory. He felt it sit alongside the grief of what Ilya had told him that afternoon, and the two things coexisted in him the way they would always coexist now — the warmth of what had been and the grief of what it had cost, inseparable. It is hard to imagine he would never see them again, never feel his mom’s warm embrace or his dad’s steady hand on his shoulder. Thirty years of love and he was not able to be by their sides at the end. He was locked up in a residence in Laval while his mother disappeared by degrees and his father faced the diagnosis of terminal illness. This was a guilt he was going to have to carry for a long time. But Ilya had been there. He had been there for every difficult evening, every appointment and every last moment so his parents didn’t have to leave alone. The gratitude and love Shane felt for him at that moment was flooding through his body in waves.
Outside the October night frost was settling over the lawn of the facility’s garden. He fell asleep with his father and mother looking down at him, the same expression they wore every time they told the story of their first Christmas.
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Shane and Ilya finally have that long overdue conversation, and Shane is back home. Thank you again for all the comments and kudos. Hope you enjoy.




 
  Dr. Abington said the word discharged on a Wednesday morning in November. Ilya sat in the chair across from her, felt relief, and fear arrived simultaneously — relief that Shane was strong enough, fear of what came next, of bringing him home and getting it wrong, of not being enough for what the months ahead would require.
“He is not done”, she said. “I want to be clear about that. The work we have done here is real and it is significant. It is also the beginning of a longer process. He will need ongoing outpatient therapy — I would recommend twice weekly to start, reducing as he stabilizes. He will need continued medical monitoring for the dependency. There will be difficult periods. There will be setbacks.” She looked at Ilya directly. “What I am saying is that he is stable enough and strong enough to continue this work outside these walls. Continuing it outside these walls is the right next step for him. Not because we have fixed what happened to him. Because he is ready to begin living alongside it rather than being separated from it.”
“I understand,” Ilya said.
“How are you?” she said.
The question caught him slightly off guard, which was perhaps its intention. “I am ready”, he said.
“That’s not what I am asking”, she said. “I would encourage you to consider your own support. What Shane is going to need from you in the coming months is considerable, and you cannot give it from empty reserve.”
Ilya looked at her. “I have Hayden,” he said.
“Good”, she said. “Lean on him”.
He drove to the facility on Thursday morning. Shane was waiting in the front of the lobby with a small bag he had come in with, the notebook under his arm and a peaceful expression on his face. He looked different from July, different from the first days, different even from a month ago. Not restored to the Shane Hollander before all this. The trackmarks on his forearms were still faintly visible above the cuff. He was still thin, twenty pounds below what he was before. The distant look in his eyes still came and went. But he was present and comfortable in his own body. He stood up after he saw Ilya without that careful deliberate actions of the early weeks.
“Ready?” Ilya asked.
“Yes”, Shane nodded.
They said goodbye to Dr. Reiter in the corridor, to the nurse who had been on overnight, and to the young man Shane had formed a cautious friendship with over the past months. It was a brief exchange in the doorway of the common room that Ilya tried not to overhear, standing a few feet away and looking at the garden through the window, thinking about the drive. Then Shane was beside him and they walked out to the car.
Shane was quiet on the drive to Montreal, deep in thought. Ilya drove east through the November morning and let the silence stretch. They stopped for coffee at a service station outside Vaudreuil, sat in the car with the cups, looked at the highway and said nothing of consequence. It was one of the first ordinary moments they had had together since before, the ordinary quiet of a road trip and coffee and a highway, outside the four walls of the facility. Ilya felt it as something almost unbearably precious that he was afraid to look at directly.
Ilya parked at the garage of the condo building and they went up together. Shane unlocked the door with his key. He moved through it differently from the July visit. In July he had moved through trying to relearn the layout of a foreign place, touching things to confirm their reality. His mind was unable to reconcile the fact how such a familiar place could appear so wrong. Now he moved through it with more intention, more recognition, opening the bedroom wardrobe and pulling things out. He knew where things were and what he needed. He grabbed a couple of books from the shelf, stood at the kitchen counter for a moment and ran his hands on the quartz surface. He stopped to look at the coffee maker and the mugs on the hooks. Ilya stood in the door and watched him, still mesmerized by him even after fifteen years.
Shane came back to the hallway with a bag that was fuller than the one he had carried into the facility. He stood in the hallway and looked at the condo one more time — at the sofa, the blanket, the bookshelf, the space on the arm of the sofa where the Voyageurs hoodie had sat for two and a half years before Ilya had taken it, the absence still somehow holding the shape of what had been there — and then he looked at Ilya.
“I'm ready to go”, he said. “I don't want to stay”.
“Okay”, Ilya said.
They drove west back toward Ottawa.
Shane fell asleep somewhere past Vaudreuil, his head against the window. Ilya drove through the grey November afternoon and did not turn on the radio. He glanced over at intervals, at the line of Shane's face in sleep, at the fading marks on his wrist where his sleeve had ridden up, at the rise and fall of his chest and felt tears fall like they did during the same drive in July. He felt grateful in a way that was almost indistinguishable from grief. Because he was back — Shane was sleeping beside him in the car — but the three years were not. Somewhere between losing him and finding him again, Ilya had become a man shaped entirely by his absence. He had built his life around the wound. And now here Shane was, returned, present, almost back to his old self, and Ilya was weeping.
Shane woke as they crossed into Ottawa, stirring and sitting up, looking out the window at the familiar geography of the city he grew up in with an expression that was not quite readable, a nostalgic recognition of simpler times and an ache for the people who were forever gone.
“Almost there”, Ilya said, eyes dry now.
“Yes”, Shane said. He looked at the city going past. “I know.”
The Westboro house in November was different from the Westboro house in July. In July it had been too much — too large, too bright, too open, all the space of it pressing against a nervous system that had been confined for two and a half years and did not yet know how to exist in rooms that had no locked doors. Now Shane walked through it slowly and with his eyes actually seeing them, looking at the ceilings, the windows, the kitchen, and the back door that opened onto the garden. Ilya walked a few steps behind him, giving him space.
He stood in the living room for a while. Stood in the middle of it and turned around slowly, taking in the whole room — the sofa, the bookshelf Ilya had built in 2019 and filled with the disorganized volumes,the lamp in the corner that cast the room in the low warm light that Ilya preferred in the evenings. The photograph on the side table that was the only photograph in the house, Shane and Ilya at a foundation event in 2019, the public-facing image, the two of them standing together with the careful distance of rivals-turned-colleagues and the knowledge, visible to anyone who was looking for it, of what they actually were.
Shane crossed the room and picked up the photograph. He looked at it carefully.
“I remember this”, he said. “The Montreal Gala. You hated that tie.”
“I hated that tie”, Ilya confirmed.
“You told me afterward that you were going to burn it.”
“I did burn it”, Ilya said. “In the firepit at Bood’s backyard. It was satisfying.”
Shane smiled. Not exactly the same carefree smile he had before, his shoulders are still tense and lines on his face are still deep. But it’s a real smile nonetheless. Ilya’s heart soared at the sight. Shane set the photograph back on the table, looked at it for another moment. Then he turned and went up the stairs.
Ilya followed at a distance, giving him the space he required, and watched Shane stop outside the guest room — the room where he had slept through July. Shane stood in the doorway for a moment, his face looked unsure as his mind was making a decision, a decision that was not difficult but significant.
Then he went further down the hallway and stopped outside Ilya's room.
He stood in the doorway of Ilya's room and looked inside — the bed, the nightstand, the wardrobe, the window that looked onto the back garden. Ilya stood at the other end of the hallway and watched him. He said nothing and let Shane take whatever time he needed with the decision. It was not a small decision, where he belonged and whether he was ready to belong there.
Shane turned and looked at Ilya down the length of the hallway. There was a question in his expression that Ilya read immediately. Ilya looked back at him and said, in a very low voice, “whatever you are ready for.”
Shane looked at the room for another moment. Then he walked back down the hallway to where his bag was sitting by the stair landing. He picked it up, carried it back down the hallway into Ilya's room, and set it on the floor beside the closet.
He came back to the hallway and looked at Ilya. Ilya looked back at him and neither of them said anything. The bag on the floor beside the closet was the most important statement. Shane had put it there, in their room. He bought this house hoping to share it with the man standing in front of him. He was here. He came back. He had chosen this room, this house, and this life with Ilya. Even after everything Shane went through the last three years, he still decided to trust Ilya. And Ilya will treasure this trust for the rest of his life. Ilya felt his eyes water and heart swell. He didn’t look away from Shane and didn’t try to compose himself. He needed Shane to see exactly what his choice had done to him.
“Are you hungry”, Ilya said, finally, voice more even than he expected.
“A little”, Shane said.
“I will make something”, Ilya said.
They ate at the kitchen table in the November evening, the house warm and cozy around them. The garden was dark outside the window. Afterward they sat with their cups of tea and the table between them, the lamp light on low casting a soft golden glow. Shane set his cup down and folded his hands on the table. He looked at Ilya and said, “I want to tell you.”
“Yes”, Ilya said.
“Everything. Not the version I told Hayden at the detention center, not the version Dr. Abington and I have been working through — those were true but they were — they were the versions I could manage in those moments. This is the version for you. I need you to hear it from me directly.” He looked up at Ilya. “And I need you to let me get through it before you say anything.”
“I won't interrupt”, Ilya said. “I promise.”
Shane took a deep breath and began.
“It started with the donation”, he said. “Fall of 2020. Lopez donated to the foundation — a significant amount, the kind that doesn't happen often. I did the due diligence, everything checked out, he was exactly what he appeared to be — prominent, philanthropic, well-connected. I wrote the thank-you note myself. Cromwell mentioned him on a call that October, said the relationship was exactly the kind of profile-raising the foundation and the league needed, that I was doing the right thing by cultivating it.” He paused. “So I went to his functions. I attended his events. I met his contacts. I did everything because it was the right thing to do for the foundation and because the commissioner of the league told me to.”
He stopped and took a sip of tea.
“He told me in November”, Shane said. “What he actually wanted. We were in his office in St Catherine Rd— I thought it was a meeting about donations for the foundation's next development phase. And he told me.” He looked out the window. “He was very direct. Very calm. He told me he wanted sexual favors from me and he said it the way you'd discuss a business arrangement, like it was simply the next item on the agenda. And I” — he took another breath, — “I told him no. Immediately. I told him the meeting was over and if he raised it again I was going to the league. I stood up and walked out and sat in my car for twenty minutes. Then I drove home and started drafting to the board and the league.”
“And then he called”, Shane continued. “That evening. He said there was something I might want to see before I made any decisions. The next morning an envelope arrived at my building, hand-delivered, no return address. Inside were photographs.” He paused. “Of us. Me and you. Nothing too explicit but — assembled together they told a story that was very clear. Getting into my car outside the hotel in Vancouver holding hands. Photographs taken through a window somewhere looking into the living room of my condo, the two of us inside hugging and kissing.”
Ilya's hands were still around his cup.
“I decided to go to the police anyway”, Shane said. “I sat at the kitchen counter with the photographs in front of me and I told myself that the right thing was clear. I was going to do it. I was going to call you and tell you everything. We were going to go to the police together. I had started drafting the statement.” He stopped. “And then Hayden called from the roadside.”
Shane’s hands went to his cup again.
“I drove to him”, Shane said. “I was there in twenty minutes. I stood beside him on the roadside. I looked at his totaled car and I understood. I understood immediately what the wrecked car was telling me. Lopez had done it. He had done it to show me what he could accomplish. I stood on the roadside and felt the police statement dissolve.” He paused. “The second envelope arrived the next afternoon. Same delivery, no trace. Inside were photographs of Hayden's children. Ruby and Jade at their school, Arthur at the park near their house, Amber in the front garden. And my mom and dad in their driveway in Ottawa.” His voice was steady. He had told the story enough times now he could do it without falling apart, and is why he waited so long before he decided to tell Ilya. “And you. A photograph of you leaving practice, alone, not knowing. And a photograph of you, drinking coffee in the back yard, looking so peaceful under the sun.”
“I wrote the statement three more times”, he said. “I got to the end three times. Every time I looked at those photographs and I saw Ruby and Jade at their school and you in the backyard. I could not send it. I could not make the choice that put Hayden's children in danger. I could not make the choice that put my mom and dad in danger.” He stopped. “ I could not make the choice that put you in danger. That was the one I kept coming back to. Every time. The photograph of you in the back garden looking so serene.”
“More photographs came the same way almost regularly. The last package consisted exclusively of you. There was one of you just coming out of the shower in the bedroom of his house with a towel wrapped around your waist.” Shane closed his eyes for a moment. “His demands escalated in the month that followed. He didn’t just want occasional — he wanted me available to him permanently. He wanted me to disappear from my life and come to his private residence and stay. He wanted me there for his exclusive use.”
He looked at Ilya across the table and his voice dropped slightly, became more deliberate, more careful.
“I want you to understand something”, Shane said. “When I made the decision in that parking garage on December thirtieth, I was thinking about Hayden's family and I was thinking about my mom and dad and I was protecting all of them. But most of all — more than any of them, more than myself — I was protecting you. The thought of something happening to you because of what we were to each other, because of who I was — I could not survive that. I could not be the reason you were hurt.” He paused. “You need to know that. Whatever else is true about the decision, that is the most important part. It was for you. It was always for you. I am not saying this to make you feel guilty either. It’s just the whole truth.”
Ilya did not speak. He had promised not to interrupt and he kept the promise. Everything he felt with Shane’s words landed in him and he kept them contained in his chest because Shane deserved to finish his story.
“I came to Ottawa for Christmas”, Shane said. “I had decided I was going to tell you everything. Boxing Day, after the dinner with Mom and Dad, just us. I was going to tell you all and we were going to face it together. I had the decision made.” He paused. “And then I looked at you all through Christmas day and I could feel how unhappy you were. Tired and frustrated, the years of secrecy and distance, all weighing you down and you were almost at the point of breaking. Bringing this to you means adding this to all of that. This humongous and dangerous thing, on top of everything you were already carrying.” He stopped. “And then Boxing Day. The question — hockey or you — and I paused. Not because I was uncertain about the answer. I paused because the two and a half months of Lopez were pressing against the moment, because the weight of all the threat was pressing against the moment, and what I wanted to say was you, of course you, it has always been you, it will always be you — and I said it, Ilya. I said it. But you heard the pause and not the answer.”
“And you asked for a break”, he said. “I stood at the door. I said I love you because I had to make sure you knew that I will always love you. I left. I went to practice on the twenty-eighth, thought about it some more on the twenty-nineth. I went to Hayden’s house on the thirtieth like every year. At this point, we still haven’t talked. You didn’t text me or call and just confirmed my belief of how miserable you were. After I left Hayden’s house and came back home, I sat in that parking garage in my condo for hours. I looked at the photographs. I thought about how unhappy you had been during Christmas, all throughout the last few weeks. And how you didn’t get in touch. I decided —,” he stopped. His jaw was tight. “I decided you would be better off. I decided Ilya wanted a break, Ilya was unhappy with me, Ilya would move on and have a life. He will find someone, Svetlana, a relationship that doesn’t come with this much burden that came with me. Everyone will be safer and Ilya will be free. This is the correct move.” He sighed. “I was wrong. I know I was wrong. I was exhausted, frightened and heartbroken. The decision I made was wrong. But I need you to know that I made it for love. I made it because I could not bear the thought of you being harmed. I could not bear the thought of being the reason you were unhappy. Those two things together made a logic that felt airtight in a parking garage at midnight in December three years ago.” He looked up. “And then I called Lopez and his car picked me up four blocks from my building. I got in and I didn't look back.”
He picked up his tea and took another sip, mouth dry from the long talk.
“The first week was — manageable”, he said. “I had decided to treat it as a transaction and I was executing a decision. The first locked door ended that. I put my hand on a handle. It didn't move and something in me understood, physically, what I had done.” He paused. “The injections started on that same day. They told me it was a supplement. I didn't ask what kind. It’s not like I had a choice. After two weeks I understood what kind and by then my body had already begun to understand before I did.” He stopped. “I am not going to tell you the rest of it in detail tonight. I have told Dr. Abington the rest of it and I will tell you eventually, when I can.” He looked at Ilya again. “What I will tell you is that I survived it by thinking about you, our time together. In the worst of it, when I tried to be somewhere else in my head, I went to the cottage in 2017. Or to this house, the first time I came here in 2018, walking through the rooms while you watched me. I went to those places and I stayed there until it was over. Then I came back.” His voice was muffled. “You kept me alive. Through two and a half years of that place, you were the end of the rope I held onto”.
The kitchen silent was still except for the humming of the fridge.
“That's everything”, Shane said.
He let out a breath and waited.
Ilya looked at the table. He didn’t speak for a long time trying to find his voice. When he finally gathered enough courage to start, he looked at Shane’s brown eyes and started. “Okay. My turn”.
“I was unhappy at Christmas,” he said. “You felt it and you were right. I had been unhappy for weeks before Boxing Day — not because of anything you did, not because of the relationship itself. But because I missed you constantly. Because of the secrecy, the distance and the years of waiting before we could finally be ourselves, to love in public. I did not know how to say that without it sounding like I was ending something. I did not want it to end. I never wanted it to end.” He took a shaky. “And then Boxing Day. I asked the question because it had been building for months. You refusing to even consider going to Bood’s as friends just made everything unmanageable. And you paused. I heard the pause as hesitation.” He looked at Shane. “I thought you were deciding, calculating. Arriving at me only after considering other options. And that was exactly what I was afraid of. I was afraid for years that I wanted this more than you did.” He stopped. “I was wrong. I know that now. But at that moment I was hurt and angry. So I asked you to leave.”
“You said I love you at the door”, Ilya said, “and I said nothing. I stood in my kitchen and the words were in me — they had always been in me, Shane, since the first time at the cottage, since before the cottage if I am honest — and what came out was silence. My pain and pride and the accumulated exhaustion of all the years of hiding came out as silence. You walked out the door.” His voice was very level and very clear. He rehearsed this in his head many times and is now saying it for the first time. “I told myself I would call you after a few days. Or after the new year. I told myself we had survived twelve years and we would survive a fight. I told myself there was time.”
“And then Hayden called”, he said. “January fourth. He told me you didn’t come to practice and could not be found. My first reaction was anger — I thought you were avoiding me. I thought this was Shane being dramatic, I was already composing the conversation I was going to have when you came back. And then he said your phone was on the counter and your car was in the garage. And the anger stopped and I drove to Montreal in the dark.”
“Hayden had already been to your condo.” He said. “We went through it together. Everything was in order — nothing broken, nothing disturbed. Your phone was on the kitchen counter. Your hockey gear was in the closet. Your passport was gone from the bedside drawer.”
“There was a business card on your desk”, Ilya said. “A name I recognized. Lopez. I know he was a donor to the foundation and you went to some functions he hosted. I pocketed it without telling Hayden.” He paused. “I don't know exactly why. Some instinct. Something about the name that had been appearing in our conversations for months and that I had not paid enough attention to.”
“What did you do with it?” Shane asked.
“I gave it to the first investigation firm”, Ilya said. “They traced it to Lopez, his Montreal business, then businesses in other regions in Canada, all legitimate. Finally a shell company in the Cayman Islands. Then it went nowhere. We filed the missing person report that night. Hayden handled most of it. I stood there and answered questions and felt nothing, which I understood later was shock.” He sighed. “And then I drove back to Ottawa in the dark. I passed your parents' street, thought about stopping, and couldn't find the words yet, so I kept driving.” He looked at Shane. “I sat at my kitchen table with the business card in front of me and called an investigation firm in Montreal. It was two in the morning. I didn't care.”
“You called them at two in the morning?” Shane asked in surprise.
“I called them at two in the morning”, Ilya said. “I was not going to wait until business hours. But of course they didn’t answer.”
“I hired investigators a couple of days later”, Ilya said. “The first firm from Montreal. I gave them everything — the business card, timelines, names, everything I could think of. I called them every week. I fired them when they ran out of leads and hired another firm. I fired that one and hired a third. And a fourth, and a fifth. I think I stopped at sixth, after–”. Ilya paused. “After your mom passed. The business card led to a shell company. Every lead led to the same wall. And I sat in this house with the reports in my inbox and I called your voicemail every night.”
“Every night”, he said again. “Since the fifth of January 2021. Four rings and then your voice and twelve seconds and the beep, and I never left a message because I could not find the words. What do you say into that silence? What do you say to a voicemail when you do not know where the person is? I had nothing. So I called. I listened. I hung up. I laid in the dark and thought about that front door closing on Boxing Day.”
“Your parents were close by. After you disappeared I started going by several times a week. Bringing groceries. Sitting with your mom when she couldn't sleep. Watching games with your dad.” He took a breath. “It became — they became the structure of my days. The thing that got me out of the house between practices and road trips, when the house was too empty.”
Shane looked at him, his eyes were glassy.
“Your mom started withdrawing”, Ilya said. “Slowly, over the first year. She stopped going out. Stopped calling her friends. She would sit by the window for hours and I would sit with her. Sometimes we talked and sometimes we didn't.” He paused. “Your dad used to tell me stories about you. At the kitchen table, in the evenings. The burned pasta when you were fourteen. The mathematics test — the seventy-five that you treated like a catastrophe and then sat at the table for two hours reworking every problem without being asked.” A smile moved across his face. “The goal in the regional league game, when you looked up into the stands and found them immediately. He said you always knew exactly where they were.”
Shane's jaw was tight.
“I memorized every story”, Ilya said. “I need you to know that. Every single one.”
He bit his lower lip.
“Your mom’s accident was in October 2022”, Ilya continued. “I told you this before, a straight road, good conditions, no skid marks. The police were careful about what they said officially. I got the call from the hospital after six in the morning. I drove there alone. Then I called Hayden and he drove from Montreal. We told your dad together.”
Shane closed his eyes briefly.
“Your dad was diagnosed in December”, Ilya said. “Stage four lung cancer. I took him to the appointment. Afterward we sat in the car park and he said he wasn't sure he wanted to fight it.” He looked at Shane directly. “I argued with him. I told him I was not ready to lose him too. I told him to fight anyway. He agreed. He went to every treatment. He told me more stories about you at the kitchen table, fell asleep during Centaurs games on the sofa, and let me take care of him the way I had taken care of your mom.” His voice was hoarse. “He died on a Tuesday morning in May. I was holding his hand. He was not alone.”
Shane said nothing for a long time. When he spoke his voice was barely above a whisper. “He wasn't alone.”
“No”, Ilya confirmed. “Neither of them was. I was there, because you would have been there. Because they were your parents. You were gone and being there was the only thing I could do to hold onto you.” He paused and took a deep breath. “Your dad told me to move on. He said it in March, when he was lucid, when he was himself. He said Shane would want you to find happiness. And I sat there and I said nothing, because that was never part of my plan.”
Shane let the tears run down his face.
“After David died”, Ilya said, “I finished the season, sold the cars and cleared the storage unit. I kept this house. I could not sell the house. And in June I drove to Montreal. I let myself into your condo. I moved through the rooms and I took one only thing — your hoodie, the old Voyageurs hoodie that had been on the arm of the sofa since December thirtieth 2020 — and I put it in my bag.” He held Shane's gaze. “I had booked a flight to Moscow. One way. No return flight. I was going to see my mother's grave and after that —,” he paused for a bit, trying to find the right words — “after that I had a plan forming in my head but I haven’t yet allowed myself to examine it directly. The house was empty. You had been gone for two and half years. All the investigations hit a wall. After your parents were gone, there was nothing to come back to.”
Shane's hands came across the table and found Ilya's.
“I was in your condo the night before the flight”, Ilya said, his voice barely holding now. “Lying in your bed. Holding your spare key. The bag was by the door. The flight was at nine in the morning from Trudeau.” Then he chuckled.” And Hayden called.”
The kitchen was completely still. The November night was outside the window, dark and cold and quiet. Inside the house was warm, the tea had gone cold, and Shane's hands were around Ilya's on the table.
“I want to say the words I did not say at the door”, Ilya said. “I want to say it now. Just because it is the only truth I know and I have left it unsaid for long enough.”
He stared deep into Shane’s brown eyes, now wet with a layer of mist but they are unmistakable the same eyes he had been looking at since 2008.
“I love you”, he said before his voice broke.
He felt the words leave him with a tremendous relief. He had been holding them too long and was finally able to let it out to the only person who was meant to hear it. He watched the words travel across the warm air in the kitchen and arrive where they had always been going. He watched them land in Shane’s ear, watched Shane’s eyes close and tears continue to stream down the freckles on his cheeks.
“I love you”, Shane said, voice a little rough. The same way he had said it at the door on Boxing Day.
“I love you”, Ilya said again, with even more conviction. This time, his voice completely broke.
He said it twice because he had not said it at the door all those years ago. That silence at the door had cost them everything. He was not going to be frugal about these words now, not tonight, not ever again.
Later, when the house had settled into its nighttime calmness and the November darkness was complete outside the windows, they went up the stairs together. Shane's bag was on the floor beside Ilya's closet, exactly where he left this afternoon. He stood in the room and looked at it — the bag, the bed, the lamp, the room — and then looked at Ilya. The expression on his face was certain, he made a decision and was at peace with it.
“Is this okay?” Shane asked. Ilya knew Shane wasn’t just asking for permission. He was asking for something more fundamental. He was asking whether this was still real, whether it was still available, whether this house, this room and this man across from him will still be here in the morning.
“Yes”, Ilya nodded vigorously. “It is more than okay.”
Shane nodded once. He sat on the edge of the bed and looked at his hands for a moment, at the track marks fading on his forearms. Then he looked up at Ilya standing in the doorway of his own room and said, “I don't know how long it takes. To feel normal again. In the same room. On the same bed. I don't know if I'm going to be —.”
“Shane”, Ilya said.
“I'm just saying —”
“I know what you are saying”, Ilya said. “And I am telling you that it does not matter. Whatever tonight is. Whatever you need. We are not in a hurry.” He crossed the room and sat beside him on the edge of the bed and grabbed his hand. “We have rushed every time we saw each other for more than a decade. We are no longer in a rush. You are here. I am here. We have all the time that existed.”
Shane looked at him. His face still had tear stains from the kitchen table and he was exhausted. But underneath the exhaustion was something fragile and new. He was finally starting to make peace with the past and be in the present moment.
“Okay”, Shane said.
“Okay”, Ilya replied back.
They sat on the edge of the bed for a little longer in the quiet. Eventually they showered and laid on the bed. Ilya laid beside him. They laid in the dark without touching much, feeling the heat emitting from the body 3 inches away, just present, just in the same room on the same bed in the same house. The house that had been bought for exactly this and had waited a long time for it to arrive.
Shane fell asleep before Ilya did. Ilya laid in the dark and listened to him breathe. He looked at the ceiling of his own room and felt the room differently than he had ever felt before, felt the house differently, felt the November night differently. He thought about the voicemail he had not called for a while and would not need to call again. Shane was sleeping beside him, warm and present. He was not completely himself yet but he will be. Ilya felt something he had not dared to feel in the last three years, that a future existed, with the man he loved.
He reached over carefully, found Shane's hand in the dark and held it. Shane did not wake but his hand turned in Ilya's and held back, an unconscious reflex Shane always had to Ilya’s touch. Ilya lay in the dark, listened to Shane breathe and thought about the parking garage on December thirtieth, about Shane sitting alone in that garage with the photographs, the fight, the exhaustion, the fear, and decision — out of love, out of the altruistic and colossal love that Shane Hollander was apparently capable of, which was larger than anything Ilya had understood when he was standing at the door on Boxing Day — deciding that his own freedom, his own body and his own life were a price worth paying to keep Ilya safe. To keep everyone he loved safe. Ilya squeezed Shane’s hand. He let the full weight of that love wash over him in the dark. It was no longer guilt, not tonight, Ilya turned his head and looked at the man beside him in awe. He understood for the first time the full scope of what Shane loved him with. Shane had given more than everything he had for the people he loved, and most of all of all for Ilya. Ilya laid beside him and vowed that he would spend whatever remained of his life being worthy of that love. He would be here, every morning, in this house, in this room, for every difficult night, every setback, and every increment of recovery. For as long as Shane needed him and wanted him. For as long as Shane was here.
Ilya kissed Shane’s hand in the dark, prayed thank you to his mother, and fell into the most peaceful slumber in three years
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  It was Christmas again.
Ilya’s house at Christmas was different from Shane’s parents— smaller in its accumulated history, the tree they had bought together from the market on Wellington Street standing in the front room with the lights Ilya had untangled after more attempts than he wanted to admit. There were ornaments he had found in a box in the back of the closet that Shane did not remember Ilya owning. Ilya said he just bought it a week ago when he thought they would finally get to have a tree this year. The house was warm and smelled of cinnamon. The snow was roasting outside the windows. It was the first Christmas Shane had spent in this Westboro house, the first Christmas he had spent anywhere since 2020, the first Christmas in three years that you would call normal.
Hayden, Jackie, and the children had come for the afternoon. Ruby and Jade were ten now and had opinions about everything. They took every opportunity to inform Shane that the ornament placement on the tree was suboptimal. Shane smiled at them, a smile that came from deep in his heart. He let them rearrange the ornaments to their satisfaction. Arthur had grown in a way that continued to surprise Shane every time he saw him, the compact seven-year-old becoming something longer and more angular. Amber had spent a significant portion of the afternoon attached to Shane's side in the proprietary way she had always had with him, and Shane had not minded. He had always found it grounding, her small weight beside him.
They had left at nine. The house had settled into the quiet of itself afterward. Shane and Ilya had eaten the leftovers of Ilya's cooking at the kitchen table and drunk the wine Hayden had brought. They said very little, enjoying the comfortable silence at the end of a happy day.
Shane had thought about it during dinner. Had been thinking about it for several days, if he was honest with himself, had been moving toward it and stepping back from it and moving toward it again, circling the issue he was terrified of but also desperately wanted in equal measure. He had talked to Dr. Abington about it two weeks ago — just the question, whether he was ready. Dr. Abington had said, like always, that ready was something he would feel and not something she could determine for him. Whatever he felt was valid. The only thing that mattered was that any choice he made was his entirely.
He looked at Ilya across the kitchen table. Ilya was looking at his wine, turning the glass slowly in his fingers, and the lamplight was on his face bathing it in a golden glow. Outside the snow was falling, and had been falling since mid-afternoon. Shane looked at Ilya’s handsome features, his blond curls and lines of muscles on his shoulders that were not covered by his shirt. Fifteen years later, his desire for the man in front of him had not changed. Shane was relieved the two and half years of trauma did not take it away. He made a decision.
“Ilya”, he said.
Ilya looked up.
Shane looked at him with hooded eyes with lust written on his face. Ilya read him right away and returned the look. After a moment Ilya set his wine glass down.
They went up the stairs together. Ilya closed the bedroom door. They stood in the room and looked at each other in the low light of the lamp on the nightstand. The snow was against the window and Shane could hear the rapid breathing in the bedroom.
“We don't have to”, Ilya said. He said it very clearly.
“I know”, Shane said. “I want to.”
“If anything —”
“I know”, Shane said again. “I'll tell you.”
Ilya looked at him for a moment longer. Then he crossed the room and put his hands on either side of Shane's face, the way he had in the cottage in 2017 the first night they finally stopped hiding their feelings from each other. He held his face and looked at him with the full, loving attention Shane had been receiving since the detention center on Rue Parthenais. The hazel eyes that said you, only you and kissed him.
Ilya made it slow, every part was gentle, with a patience that was almost painful. He wanted to make sure Shane understood, the only right pace was Shane's. Shane felt the tenderness and love and felt himself remembering the movements. His body remembered what it knew before December 2020. It was waking up to the familiarity of more than a decade of history. For a long moment there was nothing except this — the warmth of Ilya’s body against him, the snow against the window, and Ilya’s gentle kisses showering his face and neck.
Then Ilya's hands moved downwards below his waist and Shane's breath changed.
It was not a dramatic change, not a panic. It was a repulsion below conscious thought. His body had a record of what hands moving a certain way meant in the last two and half years. Ilya noticed it immediately, the change in Shane’s breath and how his muscle tensed subtly under his touch. He stopped. He drew back, looked at Shane and said nothing, just patiently looked at his face and waited for Shane’s instructions.
“Give me a second”, Shane said.
“Yes”, Ilya replied. He moved his hands to Shane's shoulders, providing a grounding contact .
Shane stood in the low light of the bedroom and breathed. He let the tightness move through him and recede and felt, as it receded, where it had come from.
The residence. A room he did not choose to be in. Hands that belonged to someone who had purchased the right to him.
Shane's own hands were flat on the surface of the bed not gripping anything, not holding on. There was nothing to hold onto. Gripping would have been a response. Responses drew attention. It was the safest in the residence to never draw attention, to be a thing, the object of the transaction.
He had learned to go somewhere else. Had learned it in the first week. It had worked for a while, but it got more difficult to come back to his body each time. After a year, the dissociation stopped working entirely. He had stopped trying and had just endured it. He had lain in the bed, waited for it to be over and the days became the reality of his existence, one following the other, each the same as last.
The hands moved in a pattern. His body took it as a warning to brace what was to come before his mind ever caught up.
He came back to the bedroom. Ilya's hands on his shoulders, warm, grounding and not moving. The lamp on the nightstand. The snow against the window. The house was safe and quiet around them.
“Okay”, Shane said.
“We can stop”, Ilya said.
“I don't want to stop”, Shane said. He looked at Ilya. “I want to do this. I need to do this with you. I just — I need you to go slowly.”
“I will go as slowly as you need”, Ilya said. “And I will stop whenever you need. Without question.”
“I know”, Shane said. “I know I am always safe with you.”
Ilya took a deep breath and let the words settle over him, full of trust and desire. He drew Shane back in with the same slowness, the same considerate patience. Shane went with it and let the body go with what it remembered, the memory of more than a decade of intimacy with Ilya.
They moved to the bed and shed their clothes. Ilya was gentle in a way he had always been capable of but not always deployed, the gentleness that was not softness but care, the deliberate tenderness because he knew just how crucial every single move was. Shane was trusting him with the most precious thing, just like he did that very first time in Toronto all those years ago.
He checked in without interrupting, wove it into the rhythm of kisses and caresses. Ilya kept a close eye on Shane’s face and watched for every frown, whimper, tightening of the jaw and change in breathing, no matter how subtle. Shane answered when he could, stopped Ilya when he needed to with just a simple tap on the arm, and let it be when he was clearly enjoying the present moment.
Then Ilya's mouth wrapped around Shane’s length and Shane went somewhere else entirely.
He did not mean to. He was present and then he was in the room in the residence, the same high dark, high ceiling, the same window that did not open. Lopez’s gaze was on his body, face with complete indifference, looking at Shane as if he was a piece of object, just a hole to fuck. Shane had known cruelty before, had played ten years of professional hockey and understood the pain of being targeted. But cruelty at least required acknowledgement of the person’s existence. Lopez’s absolute apathy was colder and worse. He was suddenly back there now, in that room, flat on the mattress, hands going still.
“Shane.” Ilya's calm voice. Present, calling him back.
He came back, the bedroom of the Westboro house. The lamp. The snow. Ilya above him, not moving, his weight on his own arms. His face was very close. His hazel eyes full of love and concern, looking at Shane with an expression that focused entirely and only on Shane.
“I'm here”, Shane said. His voice came out rough.
“I know.” Ilya said. “I've got you”. He moved, carefully and slowly, to lie beside Shane rather than above him, and put his arm around him and held him, not tightly, just present. Shane held back and breathed.
“Sorry”. Shane said.
“Do not be”, Ilya said. Quietly and entirely without reproach. “Do not ever apologize for that”.
Shane looked at the ceiling. “It's not you”, he said. “It's not — I'm here with you. I know I'm here with you. It's just —-”.
“I know”, Ilya murmured to his ear.
“The hands sometimes. Or certain —,” he stopped. “My body just — it doesn't always know where it is”.
“I know”, Ilya said again. “We go at whatever pace your body needs. There is no other pace”.
Shane lay in the lamplight and breathed. He felt the warm embrace of Ilya's arms around him and let the sense of the residence recede. Gradually, the cozy bedroom with the soft lamplight on the nightstand reasserted itself, with Ilya’s familiar, irreplaceable scent surrounding him. Shane felt, as the image of the residence receded, this bedroom was real, Ilya was real and his.
“Can we try again?” Shane said.
“Yes”. Ilya said. “Whenever you want.”
They started again. Shane went somewhere else once more, not as far this time, not the ceiling of the residence but somewhere adjacent, somewhere between the bedroom and the memory. Ilya felt it and stopped, held him, and waited until Shane came back to this room, this bed. He said okay and they continued. This time they did not stop.
Shane laid on his back, pillow under his hips, legs spread open and trembling with nerves and need. Ilya knelt between them, heart hammering so hard he could barely breathe.
Three years, Ilya thought, throat already tight. Three fucking years of watching the dark ceiling wondering where he was, how was he doing, of jerking off alone while remembering how Shane used to fall apart so beautifully under Ilya. And now Shane's here… offering this again, after everything he had been through.
“Eyes on me, malysh,” Ilya said, voice already cracking. “We go so slow. You tell me everything you’re feeling. I love you. I love you so much.”
His mouth traveled lower—kissing the sensitive crease where thigh met groin, licking along the underside of Shane’s cock, then taking him deep again while two slick fingers circled his entrance.
“Tell me if it’s too much,” Ilya said softly, always checking, always careful.
“It’s perfect,” Shane breathed. “Don’t stop.”
Ilya pressed one finger inside, then two, scissoring gently and curling until he found that spot. Shane arched with a moan as sparks of pleasure shot through him. Ilya’s thoughts raced with devotion: He’s so tight, so warm. Still opens for me like he was made for this. After everything he endured, he still gives me this trust. I would burn the world for him.
Shane’s brain was a haze of sensation and gratitude. The ceiling of that dark room is entirely gone, replaced with the overwhelming sensation of Ilya’s fingers in him again. His fingers feel so different. No pain. No drugs clouding everything. Just Ilya—the man I love—loving me like I’m the only one for him. He rocked down onto the fingers, cock leaking against his stomach.
After a long, careful preparation—filled with constant praise, extra lube, and gentle stretching—Ilya finally slicked himself generously with shaking hands. He braced on his forearms over Shane, their faces inches apart.
This is it. Don’t rush. This moment is everything.
“Ready for me?” Ilya whispered.
“Yes,” Shane breathed and smiled sweetly at him, legs wrapping around Ilya’s waist. “I am ready.”
Ilya pressed the blunt head of his cock against Shane’s slick, loosened hole and began to push.
Oh God… The first inch slid in and Ilya’s eyes immediately welled up. He’s letting me in. After everything that monster did to him, he’s choosing me. He’s trusting me with the most broken part of him.
“Fuck… baby,” Ilya choked out, voice breaking. A tear slipped down his cheek and landed on Shane’s chest. “You’re so tight. So warm. I’m barely inside and I already feel like I’m going to fall apart.”
He pushed forward another inch, agonizingly slow, and stopped, breathing hard.
Three years. Three years without this. Without feeling Shane clench around him. Without hearing those little sounds Shane makes when he’s deep inside. Another tear fell. “I missed you. I missed this connection so fucking much, malysh. You have no idea how empty it’s been.”
Shane’s hand came up to cup Ilya’s wet cheek. “Ilya…”
“I’m okay,” Ilya whispered, even as more tears spilled. “I’m just… overwhelmed. You feel like home. Like everything I’ve been waiting for.” He rocked forward again, another inch. His arms trembled with the effort of holding back. Shane’s opening up. Ilya stared at him in awe with teary eyes, taking him so beautifully after all this time.
“Halfway now,” Ilya said, voice thick and watery. He leaned down to kiss Shane, slow and deep, tasting salt from his own tears. “You’re doing so well. Taking me so perfectly. I love you. I love you more than you can imagine.”
Another inch. Ilya groaned, forehead pressed to Shane’s, tears steadily falling now. He willed himself to stop crying, be strong for Shane. But he couldn’t stop. The emotion was overflowing.
“God, Shane… being inside you again… it’s healing something in me I didn’t even know was still broken. Every inch feels like a promise. Like we’re rewriting what happened to you. Like your body is remembering it can feel safe. Feel loved.”
He pushed deeper, halfway through the final stretch, and let out a shaky sob against Shane’s neck.
“I’m sorry—I’m crying so much,” Ilya laughed wetly, blabbering. “I just… I never thought we’d have this again. I was ready to love you forever without ever having this, but now that I’m inside you… fuck, baby. You’re squeezing me so tight and it feels like heaven. Like forgiveness. Like us.”
“Keep going,” Shane whispered, stroking Ilya’s back. “I’ve got you too.”
Ilya nodded, tears dripping onto Shane’s skin as he finally sank the last few inches until he was buried to the hilt. He stilled completely, trembling, overwhelmed.
“All the way in,” Ilya breathed, voice raw. “I’m all the way inside you again. After three years… I’m home.” His shoulders shook with silent sobs as he held still, letting Shane adjust. “Thank you. Thank you for trusting me. For giving me this. I feel like my heart is too full. I don’t deserve how good you feel.”
They stayed locked together like that for a couple of seconds, Ilya crying softly, pressing reverent kisses to Shane’s face, neck, and shoulders while murmuring endless love and gratitude. Only when Shane started rolling his hips did Ilya begin to move.
Slow, deep, careful thrusts. Every slide in and out drew fresh tears and broken praises from Ilya.
“You feel so perfect… so right,” he whispered between thrusts, voice hoarse. “I love being inside you. I love how you let me take care of you. I love you.”
The emotion never faded. Even as the pleasure built, Ilya’s tears kept falling—tears of joy, relief, love, and healing—until Shane finally came hard between them with a cry, clenching rhythmically around him. Ilya followed right after, burying himself deep and sobbing Shane’s name into his neck as the orgasm tore through him.
Afterwards, Ilya stayed inside Shane as long as possible, crying quietly against his skin while holding him close. He pressed soft kisses to Shane’s neck, his jaw, his lips. “I love you more than I know how to say,” he whispered. “Every day of those two and a half years I searched, I was afraid to imagine this—us together again. You sacrificed everything for me. I will spend the rest of my life making sure you never regret it.”
When he finally pulled out, he cleaned them both with gentle strokes, then wrapped Shane in his arms, tucking him against his chest.
“I’m sorry I cried so much,” Ilya whispered, voice still thick, one hand gently stroking Shane’s hair. “It just hit me all at once. Three years without you like this… and then suddenly having you again. It felt sacred.”
Shane’s arms tightened around Ilya, tears slipping from the corners of his eyes. He thought he would never have this again.The last two and half years, every violation, every injection, every moment he thought he’d never see Ilya again. To feel Ilya inside him like this—loving, gentle, his. He didn’t reply, voice overwrought while nesting closer. Ilya tightened his hold, pressing kisses to the top of Shane’s head.
“I’ve got you,” Ilya continued to murmur, tears still glistening on his lashes. “Always. Thank you for letting me love you like this.”
What it was, in the end, was not what either of them might have imagined in 2013 or 2017 or any of the years before December 2020. It was interrupted, effortful and it required Shane a continuous act of will to stay present, to choose Ilya. The choice was not always easy but was never once with any doubt. He chose it each time, and he came back each time. And after every time it became easier, the bed felt slightly more his, slightly more reclaimed. The journey was itself a kind of recovery, small, imperfect, and real.
Underneath all the difficulty, interruptions, and effort was something Lopez and two and half years of trauma had not taken, the love and desire for Ilya, their fifteen years history of intimacy. Underneath everything, Shane’s body remembered the way Ilya’s tender touches, the way he paid attention, the voice when he called Shane’s name in the low light of the bedroom used only for Shane, the way he felt Ilya’s cock embedded deep inside him. It had been waiting for three years for Shane to come back to it.
Shane had believed for two and a half years that he would never have this again. Had grieved for it looking at the ceiling of the room in the residence, had placed it with the other things he understood he had lost and would not recover. But it was here. It was here, still theirs and had not gone anywhere. It had been waiting in this bedroom, this Westboro house, the way the voicemail had been waiting, the way Ilya had been waiting, with patience and total fidelity.
That brought tears to Shane’s eyes, and for the first time in three years, they were not the tears of grief. Afterward Shane lay with his head on Ilya's chest and listened to his heartbeat.
The room was silent with only their breathing audible. The snow was still at the window, heavier now, and the lamp was still on at its low setting. Ilya’s hand was moving slowly combing Shane’s hair, the same slow gentle movement he had done when they first reunited after two and half years in that fluorescent lit interview room in the detention center. The same contact that said I’m here, I will always be here. It was the most fundamental language available.
Shane listened to Ilya’s heartbeat and thought about the voicemail — his own voice on a recording, twelve seconds, and Ilya calling it every night for nine hundred and twelve nights just to hear his voice. He knew this. Hayden had told him. Ilya had told him, but he only understood the full meaning now, with Ilya’s steady heartbeat under his ear. Two and half years of loneliness and devotion. For the first time in a long time, he felt genuinely and completely loved.
He was quiet for what seemed forever. Then he said, “I still have the letter”.
Ilya's hand stilled briefly in his hair. “What letter?”.
“From the facility”, Shane said. “I wrote you a letter. In the art room, at the table one evening in September. Everything I couldn't say out loud. Everything that happened.” He paused. I kept it in the notebook. It's in the nightstand drawer.”
Ilya didn’t immediately respond. “Okay”, he said. His voice was very careful, giving Shane all the room he required.
“I don't know if I'll show you”, Shane said. “I might. Someday. When it's — when I know what it's for. I—,”He paused. “I just wanted you to know it exists. That I wrote it down.”
“Okay”, Ilya said again. He pressed a kiss on the dome of Shane’s head and resumed the slow movement of his hand in Shane's hair. “Whenever you're ready. If you're ever ready. Either way.”
Shane listened to the heartbeat. A blue-white shade of light seeped through the crevices of the curtains by the window that was a mix of the streetlights reflecting on fresh snow. Shane breathed in Ilya’s scent and convinced himself, with effort, that this life was real. That past two and half years at the residence was real but this was also real. Both are true simultaneously. It was not a contradiction but simply the fact of his life now, a fact that he will have to live with.
His mind went back to the facility. Dr. Abington's office on the second floor, the view of the garden through the window, the notebook in the drawer of the nightstand here in this room, the letter folded into its back cover. All the things he had said in that office. All the things he had written in that letter. He thought about how much of it he had already given to Ilya across the kitchen table and how much remained. How much of the full account of the two and a half years was still in him unspoken, and thought that there was time. They had time. The Westboro house was here. Ilya was here and there was time for it. And time was something neither of them was going to waste again.
“It's snowing”, Shane said.
“Yes”, Ilya replied. “It's been snowing for hours.”
“I know”, Shane smiled. “I like it.”
“Yes”, Ilya said. “Me too”.
Ilya continued his hands combing through Shane’s hair and felt Shane’s breath slowed and evened against his chest, falling into a peaceful slumber. He stared at the ceiling and remembered all the lonely nights in the past three years he laid in this bed wondering if he would ever see this man in his arms again. He spent two and half years believing he would never have this again. Ilya had thought he had made peace with that. He had told himself, in the careful rational hours, that he had accepted it — the closure of that part of his life. He had been lying to himself. He understood that now, while Shane is beside him in the dark, undone and remade.
Now Shane was here, still thin, still quiet, still went to places that Ilya could not reach at times. But his courage and resilience continue to awe Ilya every single day. He was making strides towards recovery that Ilya could not imagine even a month ago. And now, they had found each other again in that oldest and most tender of ways, and something had passed between them that went far beyond the physical — a recognition, a reclaiming, a long-overdue returning of something that had belonged to both of them and had been held in painful suspension for three years. They have rekindled all aspects of their relationship. This was enough, it was more than enough.
He gathered Shane closer, carefully, the way you handle something cherished that has survived damage, and he closed his eyes and held on. Not out of fear. Not anymore. But because Shane was here, warm and his. After everything, that felt like the closest thing to a miracle he would ever hold in his arms. Ilya laid in the darkness on this Christmas night and thanked his mother and every deity in the universe that existed and tightened his hold around the man he loved.
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This is the letter shown to Ilya. I feel like these last couple of chapters are bonus. It would be a good spot to end this fic at any point but I had some unfinished loose ends that needed to be tied. More loose ends will be discussed in the sequel. Thank you again for all the kudos and comments. Get tissues ready. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The evenings had developed a routine. It was not rigid, not a schedule imposing from the outside like the years of their professional careers had been. Two people’s rhythm developed tentatively when they were learning to share the same space again after a long time apart, the way water found its level after a turbulence. Dinner was at seven or thereabouts. Ilya usually cooked while Shane sat by the kitchen counter with his book or his tablet or simply hands around his cup, watching Ilya. Afterwards, the kitchen was cleaned up between the two of them, Shane doing the majority of the work. Sometimes they talked, relearning the comfortable rhythm of conversation they always had with each other in the past. A lot of times, they didn’t, just enjoyed the company of being in the same room with the person you loved. Then they sat at the sofa in the living room, with the lamp in the corner on its low setting, and decided what the evening would hold.
It was the middle of January. The Ottawa winter was in its full force outside, temperature dropping to minus thirty Celsius at night. The furnace hummed in the Westboro house continuously, keeping it warm and cozy. The city was still except for rare souls brave enough to tempt the cold.
Ilya was on the sofa with his laptop, working through some emails that had accumulated during the holidays. Shane was beside him with his tablet open on his knee. The lamp in the corner emitted a low gold light. Ilya felt, for a while now, that this was it. This is not a temporary arrangement like the years they were hiding, not the provisional care of the early months in July. This was starting to feel like a life, and cautiously, Ilya was just starting to allow himself to see it that way.
Shane put down his tablet.
Ilya glanced at him. Shane’s brown eyes were focused and determined, when he was making a crucial decision. Ilya had known that look for fifteen years, and was so grateful, despite all the things that Shane endured those past years, the light in Shane’s eyes was back.
“I'll be back in a minute”, Shane said.
“Okay”, Ilya responded.
Shane got up and went up the stairs. Ilya stared at the email open on his laptop screen but did not read it. He was listening to the sound of the bedroom door opening, the sound of a drawer, the sound of Shane coming back down the stairs.
He came into the living room with the notebook.
Ilya saw it. He knew the notebook — had seen it in Shane's hand in the evenings, had seen it go into the nightstand drawer, had understood without being told that it contained something that was Shane's that was not ready to be shared yet.
Shane sat down beside him. He stayed for a moment without speaking. Ilya did not push him and waited.
Then Shane opened the notebook to the back cover and took out a sheet of paper.
It was folded into quarters, the paper worn at the creases from being folded and refolded many times, had been taken out and put back in even more times before tonight. Shane held it in both hands and looked at it.
“I want you to read it”, Shane said. “Not out loud. Just — read it.” He hesitated. “And I'm going to go make tea while you do. So you have room.”
Ilya nodded. “Okay”, he said.
Shane held the letter out. Ilya took it carefully, as if it was more valuable than his most expensive Rolex. Shane got up from the sofa and went to the kitchen. Ilya heard the kettle fill and the click of it being switched on. He looked at the letter in his hands.
Shane's handwriting. He had seen it before, on charity foundation documents, birthday cards Shane had given him over the years. The messages on those cards were always brief because Shane expressed his feelings in other ways. The last time he had seen it was on the note that had been on Shane's fridge in January 2021 — a note about a grocery delivery, the last ordinary thing Shane had written before he disappeared. This handwriting was slightly different from those, less controlled, more pressure pressed on the page. The writing was done quickly and without deliberation.
He unfolded it.
Ilya,
I don't know if I will ever give you this. I am sitting in the art room of the facility outside Kanata at four o'clock on a Wednesday afternoon after the hardest session I have had with Dr. Abington. Something broke open in me in that session that has not closed again. I am writing this because if I don't write it tonight I never will. I think it needs to exist even if it never leaves this notebook.
I am going to tell you things I have not told anyone. Not Hayden, not Dr. Abington in full, not the RCMP. I am telling you because you are the most important person in my life and you deserve to know the full account. I am tired of carrying it in the version that other people can receive. This is the version that is actually true.
Lopez first came to my room in the second week of January 2021. I had been in the residence for thirteen days. I had decided — after many hours of contemplation in the quiet, I had convinced myself that it was right, that I was doing what needed to be done, and I would execute the decision with the composure I had been executing difficult things with my whole career. I thought I was capable of containing it and surviving it. 
I was not prepared for what it felt like to be used by someone who felt nothing for me. I had been with my high school girlfriends before you, hooked up with other people, and I had been with you for ten years. I had only been intimate with people who wanted to be in the room with me. That was how I understood sex. Lopez did not want to be in the room with me. He wanted to use the room. He wanted to use what was in it. And that included me and I was — I was not a person to him. I was an object, an acquisition, a hole to fuck. The transaction had been completed and he was going to enjoy his purchase. There was nothing in his face that saw me, nothing that acknowledged that a person was present and had feelings about what was happening. The absence of being seen—-.
I did not know that was the thing that would break me. I had prepared for the physical difficulty. I had prepared for the shame. I had not prepared for the invisibility. The invisibility was the thing that I have never been able to say to anyone because saying it means admitting how much it costed me to not be seen by the person fucking you. And that was all that was, a fuck. Fuck that I did not enjoy but must endure. That admission felt like it ought to be humiliating but I am writing it down because Dr. Abington said the things we protected ourselves from saying are usually the things that needed to be said. 
And Ilya, despite what we were telling ourselves in our early years, it was never just fucking between us. 
After he left I lay in the bed and I cried. I cried for a long time. And then I told myself I had done what I came to do and everyone I loved was safe. I went to sleep.
I told myself that for approximately two weeks. They had started with the injections by then. Afterwards telling myself anything became less necessary because I was less capable of any kind of sustained internal conversation. They told me it was B12. It didn’t really matter because I didn’t have a choice on anything anyway. I understood what it was after the second injection. By the fourth injection it did not matter what I understood.
I want to tell you what the addiction felt like from the inside because I don't think anyone who hasn't been there can know what it is to feel nothing going through your body being your own, to feel a craving so total and so physical that it rewrites what you believe about yourself, about your discipline and your will and the version of yourself you have spent thirty years building. I had been a professional athlete since I was nineteen. I had spent my entire adult life managing my body, learning what it needed, what it could do, how to push it and when to rest. I believed in the fundamental reliability of my own body. I believed it was mine in the most complete sense, that it would do what I asked of it because I asked correctly and consistently.
Lopez's residence taught me that a body is only yours until it isn't. Until something is put into it regularly enough that the body rewrites its own needs around the new input. And then the body is still yours — it is still your hands and your face and your heart and your breath — but its needs are no longer yours and the distance between what you need and what your body needs is the loneliest distance I have ever lived in.
The days stopped having edges. I could not tell you, for much of the time I was there, what month it was. I lost weeks. I lost months. I know the duration — two and a half years — but the duration lived in me differently from how duration is supposed to live, not as an accumulation of days but as a single extended condition, the same day repeated, the same ceiling, the same window that looked at the same wall, the same footsteps in the corridor, the same every three days, then the kit and then the warmth spreading through my blood. My body craving what it had been conditioned to crave and me watching my body’s cravings from somewhere just behind my own eyes.
I thought about you.
I want you to know that. I want you to know that in the worst of the days, when I could not be anywhere except the room I was in, I tried to go somewhere else in my head and the somewhere else was always you. Not any specific moment — just you. The irreplaceable fact that Ilya Rozanov existed in the world and having, at various points in his life, had chosen to be in the same room as me, had kissed me, had made love to me, had loved me. I held it the way you hold onto a rope in a current that is trying to take you somewhere you don't want to go, and it was enough, most of the time, to know it was there. That you existed. That somewhere in the world there was a person who knew me and loved me like you did. 
I believed you had moved on. I believed it without a doubt for two and half years and that was its own agony alongside everything else. The agony of the fight we had that last Boxing Day, you asking for a break, and me deciding in a parking garage that this was what was right. I believed Ilya was unhappy with me and would be happier if I was gone from his life. He would grieve for it briefly and build a life with someone, Svetlana, or another nice girl. Someone he could actually be with in public. Someone he could take out to dinner, go clubbing, and do everything a normal couple would. That belief also helped. All my suffering and sacrifice were worth it so you are somewhere in the world happy and safe. 
I have spent a great deal of time in this facility thinking about blame. Dr. Abington and I have talked about it extensively and I know the correct answer. Lopez is responsible for what Lopez did and that I could not have predicted or prevented it. The choices I made were made under duress and with the information available to me at the time. I know the answer and I believe it on the good days.
On the other days I think about the fact that none of this would have happened if I had not been who I am. If I had not loved you. Lopez's leverage was you — the photographs, the secret, the vulnerability that you were completely oblivious to someone watching. He built the trap out of the people I was most afraid of losing and the person that was the most important was always you. My love for you was the weapon he used against me and against both of us. I have lain in the ceiling of that room and thought — if I had been a different person, if I had been capable of not loving you, none of this would have been possible. Lopez would have had nothing to hold. The photographs would have meant nothing. The threat would have had no teeth.
I know this is not rational. I know loving you is not a mistake and I know that on most days now. But there are still moments when I look at what the past three years cost — cost you, cost my parents, cost Hayden's family who lived for months not knowing whether the accident was a message — and I feel the full weight of having been foolish enough to fall in love with someone the world was never going to accept. Foolish enough to let it be real. Foolish enough to let it be the thing that mattered most, which made it the thing that could be used.
I know you would not want me to say that. I know you would say it was not foolish and that loving you was never the problem. I am saying it anyway because this letter is the place where I say the things that are the truest to my feelings. This true version includes the nights in the residence when I hated myself not for the decision to sacrifice but for the weakness that made the sacrifice necessary. For being a person whose love for another person was something that could be turned into a threat.
I want to tell you something about the Boxing Day fight that I have not said clearly enough. When you asked me if I would choose hockey or you and I paused — the pause was not hesitation about the answer. I knew the answer the moment you asked. I have known the answer since Saskatchewan in 2008, if I am honest. The pause was Lopez. The pause was two months of the photographs, Hayden's car wreck, and the weight of all of it pressing against the moment. I didn’t know how to answer you without the answer opening the door to everything I had been carrying since November. The answer was you. It has always been you. I said it and you didn't believe it because you heard the pause. I understand why you heard it the way you did.
I am writing this in a facility outside Kanata in September 2023. I do not know what I will do with it. I do not know if I am going to be someone worth giving this to. I do not know if what Lopez took from me across two and a half years is the kind of thing that comes back from, or the kind of thing that leaves a permanent mark. I do not know if the person I was before December 2020 still exists or if what exists now is something assembled from the pieces of him, close enough to pass but not the original.
What I know is that when I think about the future — which I am only beginning to dare to do again, the future having been something I could not look at directly for a long time — what I see is you, Ilya. The Westboro house. The kitchen. The voicemail I now know you called every night for nine hundred and twelve nights. I see you, only you, always you. I hope that might be enough to build on. 
If you are reading this it means I was brave enough. Or desperate enough. Or both.
I love you. I have always loved you. I love you from the parking lot in Saskatchewan in 2008 and I will love you until there is nothing of me left to love you with, and the two and a half years did not change that, nothing could change that. I need you to know it in this form, in writing, in my own hand, on paper that I have found in the art room — I love you.
Shane
Ilya read it once.
He sat on the sofa in the January living room with the letter in his hands. He read every word of it and for a while he couldn’t even breathe. The kettle had clicked off in the kitchen. He could hear the sounds of Shane moving around quietly, the clink of cups, the pour of water. He held the letter over his heart and tried to inhale.
He read it again.
The second time was different from the first. The first time, the despair of each paragraph was received and absorbed sequentially, like absorbing slow punches to the gut. The second time was different because he knew where it was going, could read each line knowing what would come after, with I love you from the parking lot in Saskatchewan imprinted in his brain before he reached it. It was even more devastating.
He could feel his eyes water and tears freely stream down his face. He wanted to sob, to cry but he did not make a sound. Shane was in the kitchen and he did not need to feel sorry for Ilya’s sorrows. This was not about his guilt. The grief was colossal and persistent, for Shane in the room staring at the ceiling, for the injection every three days making the body craving for things he had no control, for Shane lying in the bed after Lopez left crying his tears dry, for Shane going somewhere else in his head in the worst moments, and always went to Ilya. For Shane believing for two and half years that Ilya had moved on and finding comfort in that belief.
This moment was not about Ilya's grief. He understood this clearly and without resentment. Shane had given him the letter. Shane had written it in a facility in September when he did not know if there would be anything of himself worth giving, and he had kept it through the autumn and into the winter. He had brought it into the living room tonight, and had trusted Ilya enough to put it in his hands.
It was the most precious gift anyone had trusted Ilya with.
Shane came back from the kitchen.
He came in with two cups of tea and set them on the table, sat down beside Ilya on the sofa, looked at the letter in Ilya's hands, and waited. The expression on his face was brave and fragile at the same time.
Ilya looked at him. The letter had broken something open in him — grief for what Shane had endured, fury at Lopez, guilt for letting that door closing on Boxing Day, and underneath all of those things the same overwhelming awe he had felt in the visiting room months ago. The awe of what Shane Hollander was capable of to protect the people he loved.
“I'm glad you gave it to me”, he said.
Shane looked at him.
“I'm glad you wrote it”, Ilya said. “I'm glad it exists. Thank you for trusting me with it.”
Shane looked down to the cups and didn’t speak. Something in his face eased, the tension gone when he realized the precious thing he handed over was cherished. His shoulders dropped slightly, breath evened. “Okay.” He said, and the word carried more relief than any single syllable could hold.
“It's yours,” Ilya said. He folded it carefully, along its original creases, the soft worn paper folding back into its quarters along the lines it knew. He handed it back to Shane. “I'm not keeping it. It belongs to you.”
Shane took it, held it in both hands then set it on the table beside his cup. He sipped his tea and just sat for a while. Ilya picked up his cup and said nothing, still trying to keep his breath even with great effort.
“The part about not knowing if there would be anything of yourself worth giving,” Ilya said. His voice was rough. Not a question, not a challenge, just — placing it on the table between them.
Shane looked at him. “I know”, he said. “I know there is”. He paused. “I know it better than I did in September. Some days I know it and some days I have to remind myself.” He looked at his cup. “Today I know it.”
“Good”, Ilya said. “Today is the day that matters.”
Shane smiled at him, a soft smile but reached his brown eyes. He looked at the snow outside the windows and didn’t say anything. Ilya took a sip of his tea and also looked at the window.
Ilya put his arm around Shane, just moved his arm around Shane’s shoulder and drew him in slightly. Shane leaned into it with ease, and rested his head on Ilya’s broad shoulder. It was involuntary and it was natural.
Ilya sat with Shane leaning against his shoulder and looked at the room. He thought about Shane in the parking garage. He thought about December thirtieth, 2020. Shane sitting in his car in the underground garage of his Montreal condo for two hours, alone with the photographs, the fight, the cumulative stress of the threat over his head for two months. The devastation that must have been present in Shane’s mind when he decided the best solution was to remove himself. Shane, alone with that devastation for two and half years, enduring the unthinkable, believing Ilya was better off. Ilya held all the grief inside his chest so it did not show on his face, because Shane did not need to comfort him for that tonight.
He thought about what Shane had written. I tried to go somewhere else in my head and that somewhere else was you. He thought about his own Westboro house, empty, himself at the kitchen table at three in the morning with the folder open in front of him and the certainty in his chest that Shane was gone again, taken again, somewhere he could not reach. He thought about the voicemail called from the bed of Shane's Montreal condo on that last day of June, hey it's Shane leave a message, twelve seconds, the beep, the silence after. He thought about two people on opposite sides of a wall that neither of them could see through, each of them holding onto the same thing — onto each other, onto the love for each other, onto the fact the other existed in this world.
He did not say any of this. He held it in his chest. He was learning to do that, learning to not flinch with guilt or grief or fury of the past. Because what mattered now is a future with Shane. Some nights it was impossible to hold and those nights he called Hayden. Tonight it was possible. Tonight he could hold them inside his chest and tighten his arm around Shane.
Shane's breathing changed.
Ilya felt it — the slight deepening of Shane’s breath, the shift into sleep, unmistakable to someone who had been listening to him breathe for months. He looked down at him. Shane’s face in sleep was younger, the tension of the waking hours gone, and Ilya looked at his peaceful face, felt love, ache, and gratitude all at once, compounded over the last three years — more costly than anything he had felt before any of this, and worth every cost.
He did not move. He sat with Shane's weight against him and his arm around Shane's shoulders. The letter on the table beside the cooling tea. The house was silent around them. The January night outside was cold and full of stars. The garden was buried in snow.
He thought, very carefully and for the first time without the thought dissolving before it could be looked at directly, about tomorrow. About the outpatient session on Thursday, the foundation board meeting next week, and the skating they had started again on the outdoor rink. Just the two of them in the freezing morning without competition, just moving, just together. He thought about spring coming to Ottawa in a couple of months, feet of snow gone overnight, the garden green and trees budding leaves at the start of a new season. He thought about all the mornings ahead that were not yet known and were not yet lost.
He thought about tomorrow and did not flinch away from it, the future belonging to both of them in a way it had not belonged to either of them for a very long time.
Shane breathed. The house was serene. The house that had seen enough loneliness and sorrow over the last three years for many lifetimes. The house he had bought hoping for a future with Shane. The house that waited and finally received what it was meant to hold.
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So in my first draft, this is where the story ends. But then I realized there are a lot of issues not yet addressed. Therefore now there is an epilogue and at least one sequel. My restless brain just wouldn’t stop. Thank you for all the kudos and comments. Hope you enjoy.




 
  The scars had faded to the point where you had to be looking for them to find them.
Shane noticed this on a Tuesday morning in February, standing at the bathroom sink with his sleeves pushed up. The light coming from the frosted window was low and off to the side. The old track marks on his forearms catching it faintly, still there, still visible if you were looking for them, but lighter than they had ever been. Shane looked at them for a moment, then looked at his face in the mirror. He turned off the tap and went down to drink coffee.
Some mornings the sight of them took him somewhere he did not want to go. Those mornings Ilya's hand found his — not always immediately, sometimes after a few minutes of fumbling in the dark, but always before it got too far, always before the dark became so complete that it engulfed him. Ilya’s hand was always warm and grounding, never with force or pressure. Shane took it and let the morning continue.
This morning was not one of the difficult ones. This morning was simply a Tuesday. The aroma of the coffee was strong. Ilya was in the kitchen already, reading something on his laptop with focused attention. Shane poured his coffee and sat down across from Ilya watching the slow morning pass.
The outpatient sessions with Dr. Abington continued on Tuesdays and Fridays. Shane drove himself now — had been driving himself since January. It had terrified Ilya at first, but Ilya didn’t say anything because this independence was what Shane needed for his recovery. Shane thanked him quietly for it. The sessions were still hard. Not every session, not uniformly hard, but hard in the way that doing anything real and necessary was hard. The old wounds were being reopened so they could heal properly. Some days he came back exhausted, laying on the sofa because the effort of being upright was too much. Those days Ilya just sat beside him, brought tea to his side, food when the time came, but never asked and never pushed.
He was not playing hockey. This had been a question for a long time — not from Ilya, but from himself, the interior question of whether the game was something he was going to return to or something that had belonged to a version of himself that no longer existed. He had loved the sport, given everything to it, his body, his time, his life, and his identity. But when he talked it over with Dr. Abington, Shane did not arrive at a decision, just an understanding that it could wait. There was no deadline. The game would be available, or not, and either outcome was tolerable.
He had started to skate again. First alone, on a morning in January when Ilya had arranged access to the Centaurs practice facility before the team arrived, one of the perks of being with the organization for the last five years.
Shane was on the empty ice with his blades and the vast space of the arena around him, no audience, no purpose, no performance required. He skated slowly for twenty minutes, then stood at center ice and looked at the empty building. He felt the ice under him and felt something that he had believed was gone, the freedom and excitement of moving freely on smooth ice, slowly coming back. It had not been gone, it had been waiting, had always been waiting. After skating for another thirty minutes, they drove home and Shane said to Ilya, “I think I want to do that again.” Ilya smiled and nodded.
Now it was an outdoor rink. The one near the Westboro house, five minutes walk, a community rink that the city maintained through the winter. They went two or three mornings a week, early, before the rink became busy, when it was mostly empty. The Ottawa morning was still grey. Their breath was visible and the sound of the blades on ice was the loudest thing.
This morning was a Thursday in early March, the cold beginning its very first and barely perceptible retreat, the light slightly less pale, the first tentative suggestion of a season that is considering to change.
They skated without talking, enjoying the cold air, blade on ice, and rhythm of movement. Shane skated a wide circle around the rink, felt the freezing chill on his face, and felt in his chest, a sense of lightness that he was feeling more and more frequently in recent weeks, the joy that surprised him the first time he identified it. Because he had not felt it in so long. He had almost forgotten what it was like.
He had been feeling joy on the good mornings. Not happiness yet, just simply joy. It gave a sparkle in his eyes that Ilya had noticed. He had mentioned it to Dr. Abington. She maintained her professional demeanor, wrote something in her notebook and said good, the way she noted with the things that mattered.
He completed the circle and noticed that Ilya was no longer skating beside him.
He turned.
Ilya was behind him. Several feet behind him, stopped. His skates were still on the ice, and he was down on one knee.
He was holding a velvet box with a ring inside.
Shane looked at him. He looked at Ilya on one knee on the outdoor rink in the March morning with the ring in his hand and his face — Shane had been looking at Ilya's face for fifteen years and had never seen it look like this. Not the careful, concerned version he had been seeing since Rue Parthenais, not the grief or the love or the relief — all of those things were present and underneath them was something else, something that was completely open, no armor, no management, no layer between what Ilya felt and what his face was showing, just Ilya, just this moment, just the ring, the ice, the March morning, and the question he had not yet asked.
“Shane”, Ilya said.
Shane stood on the ice and looked at him and felt his vision blur. He understood he was crying long after he felt the tears on his face.
“I have loved you”, Ilya said, “since we were seventeen years old. Since the parking lot in Saskatchewan, since the moment I looked across the lot and understood that something had happened to me and there was no going back.” He paused. His voice was rough with the cold and with profound emotion and a familiar accent, but direct and articulate in the way Ilya said everything that mattered. “I spent a long time not admitting it. I spent years finding reasons to hide it or defer it rather than just say it clearly to you. I asked you for a break when I should have asked you to stay. I stood at a door and said nothing when I should have said everything. I let my pride and hurt speak when I should have just spoken from the heart.” He looked at Shane steadily. “I wasted time we did not have, Shane. I know that. And I have thought about it every day for three years. I cannot go back and undo it and so what I am doing instead is this”. He took a deep breath. “I am asking you to marry me. I am asking you to let me spend whatever time we have left being the person I should have been since we were seventeen years old — someone who says it clearly and says it out loud and does not make you wait for the thing I should have given you without reservation from the beginning. I want to stand somewhere with you and say in front of whatever people we choose to put in the room that you are the person I have been choosing since I was seventeen years old and that I intend to keep choosing you for the rest of my life. I want that on record”. His voice was barely above cracking on the last sentence, stripped raw. “Will you marry me?”
Shane stood on the ice in the March morning under the pale Ottawa sky, the tears frozen on his cheeks. He was not composed or the version of himself that ten years of professional hockey had trained. He was simply Shane, standing on ice in the early morning with the man he had loved since he was seventeen years old down on one knee in front of him. The answer was not complicated or required any thinking.
“Yes”, Shane said. It was the easiest thing he had ever done.
Ilya’s face broke into the widest smile Shane had seen. He stood up, unfolding his knee, skated over and took Shane’s hand. He took Shane's left glove off and placed the ring carefully on Shane’s ring finger, his own was shaking and Ilya knew it was not just from the cold. The metal was chilly from being in Ilya’s jacket pocket. Shane looked at it for a moment on his finger, reminding himself that this was real. He looked at Ilya’s face and grabbed him with both hands and kissed him.
The kiss was fragile like most sacred things. Shane had imagined it, on the worst nights in the past three years— something desperate, something ravenous, shaped by all the hunger of the loss. But it wasn’t that. It was gentler than anything he had earned, softer than he deserved. Ilya kissed him like a man who had also grieved, who had also learned the devastation of his absence, but had chosen him anyway, and chosen him again. The tenderness of that choice moved through Shane like the first warm day after a winter that had lasted far too long.
He grabbed Ilya and held on, both arms, his face against Ilya's shoulder, and felt Ilya's arms come around him and hold back. They stood on the outdoor rink in the March morning and held each other. It was everything, the whole, long, improbable distance from Saskatchewan in 2008 to this rink in 2024.
Spring came to Ottawa all at once like it always did. The snow was gone in the space of a week in April, the garden emerging from under it with ferocity. The days stretched longer with the golden hues of the soft evening light.
They drove to the cemetery on a Saturday in mid April. The ground was soft from residue melting snow. The trees were beginning their first tentative green. The sky was the pale clean blue of early spring. They parked and walked the familiar path. Ilya had Shane’s memorial marker removed before the first snow fall last winter. Now there are just 2 Hollander gravestones side by side, glistening under the sunlight. Shane stood at his parents' graves with Ilya a half step behind him, one hand light on his back.
Shane stood there for a moment and looked at the stones, breathed the fresh spring air and thought about what he wanted to say.
“Mom”, he said. “Dad”. He took a deep breathe, the words of address requiring a moment of their own. “I'm okay. I want you to know that first. I know that’s what you care about the most”. He paused. “I am not my old self. I don’t know if I will ever be. Dr. Abington says it’s the direction that matters more than the destination.” Shane smiled faintly. “I have good days now, more than I used to, more than not. I woke up last Wednesday and it was just a Wednesday. The coffee was good and Ilya was at the kitchen table. I sat down across from him and it was just an ordinary morning.”
He looked at Yuna's stone.
“Mom”, he said, “I think about Christmas in 2017. The first Christmas I brought Ilya. I think about you in the doorway watching us and the expression on your face. You always knew, didn't you? You set a place at the table without being asked, and you loved him like he was yours, and he was in Ottawa taking care of you because of that. Because of you deciding in the first five minutes that he belonged there.” His voice was steadfast and calm. “I think about that a lot. I think about what that gave him. What it gave me.” He paused. “Thank you for that. I know I never said it properly”.
He looked at David's stone.
“Dad”, he said, “Ilya told me about the stories. The burned pasta. The mathematics test. The goal in the regional league.” Shane smiled again, briefly. “I don't know why it surprised me that you talked about me to him. Of course you did. Of course you did. You loved him because I loved him and that was always enough for you, it was always that simple, and I —”, he stopped and took another deep breath. “I'm sorry I wasn't there. I'm sorry you carried those two and a half years the way you did. I'm sorry my mom —”, he paused again. “I know. I know it wasn't my fault. Dr. Abington and I have talked about it a great deal and I know. I still feel it, but I know the difference between feeling something and it being true. I'm learning to separate them”. He took a deep breath. “I just — I miss you. I miss you both. I miss the kitchen table, the Christmas dinners and the sound of the game on low in the living room while you fell asleep in the chair, Dad. Mom, I miss the way you used to cover him with the blanket and look at me with that expression. I miss mom’s soup, her voice on the phone on Sundays and the way she ran the foundation like it was the most important thing in the world, which to her I think it was, because it was mine. She made everything mine the most important things in her life.” He hesitated. His throat was tight and his voice was starting to break. “I miss you. I'm going to keep missing you. But I'm going to be okay anyway, because I think that's what you want and I think that's what I owe you.”
He was quiet for a couple of minutes.
“The foundation is still running”, he said. “Margaret is doing an extraordinary job. We're expanding the hockey camps this year to Toronto and Hamilton. Mom would have opinions about Guardian players helping to coach and her opinions would be right.” Shane chuckled. “I am still involved. I went to the January board meeting. It was the first time I’d been in a room full of people since—- in a long time. It was difficult but I stayed. I’m going back in April.”
He looked at both stones.
“Ilya took care of you until the end”, he said. “I know you know that. I know you know what he was doing there and why. What it cost him and what it meant. I need to say it anyway, out loud, here, to you.” He cleared his voice so he could articulate again. “He was with you both when you went. He held your hand, Dad. He was there. He did not leave you alone. He has not left me alone since he found me last July. I do not believe he intends to.” He smiled. “Which brings me to what I actually came to tell you.”
He reached back without looking and found Ilya's hand.
“We're getting married”, Shane said. “Ilya asked me on the ice a few weeks ago. On the outdoor rink near the house, in the morning, on one knee in the cold, which is extremely characteristic of him and I would not have had it any other way.” He felt Ilya's hand tighten in his. “I said yes. Obviously. I have been saying yes to Ilya Rozanov in various forms since I was nineteen years old. I don’t think I will ever be able to stop.” A single silent tear drifted down his cheek. Ilya turned and wiped it off. “I've found real happiness, Mom. Dad. I need you to know that. I know the road here was — I know what it cost. I know what it cost all of us. And I am standing here in April in the spring. I am okay. I am loved and I am going to marry the person I have loved since Saskatchewan in 2008. You don't have to worry about me anymore.” He stopped. More tears came and Ilya gently wiped them off his cheek one by one. “You are allowed to stop worrying about me now. You can rest”.
He stood there for a long moment after. The spring breeze moved around him, cool and clean, carrying the smell of the thawing ground, the new green, and freshness of a season returning, and the sky above the cemetery was pale and wide and completely clear.
He felt Ilya move closer beside him, felt his hand solid in his, and stood in this spring morning in front of his parents’ gravestones. The ring on his finger, the man beside him, all real, all his. This was the life he came back to and will keep coming back to, through all the good days and bad days and everyday in between.
Ilya stood beside Shane and looked at his profile against the pale spring sky.
He looked at the line of his jaw, the set of his shoulders and the ring on the hand that was holding Ilya's. He thought about Saskatchewan in 2008, the parking lot and a seventeen-year-old who had looked back at him with that freckled face, a ridiculous beanie and bright smile. All the years in between that parking lot and this cemetery, ice rinks, hotel room, cottage, and Westboro house, all the distances they covered, all the difficulties they overcame. Shane, here, standing at these graves talking to his parents about the foundation and Ilya proposing with one knee on ice with an unfaltering voice. He was strong enough and brave enough to come back, to tell the people he loved that he was okay.
The outpatient sessions are on Fridays, the foundation meeting is next week. There was skating on Tuesdays and Thursdays. Every evening, both of them on the sofa in the living room with the corner lamplight low watching TV or reading, the ordinary irreplaceable story of a shared life.
A shared life that belonged to both of them, finally and absolutely. It cost so much but was worth every cost. Holding Shane’s hand in the spring air of the Ottawa cemetery and looking at his profile against the pale sunlight, Ilya thought, as he had been thinking since January with increasing confidence, about tomorrow, the day after that, and all the days ahead.
Ilya didn’t know what the future held, but he didn’t care as long as he shared it with Shane. Shane Hollander, after all, even after everything, was still the most extraordinary person he had ever seen.
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Well, this is it folks for this story. This is the wedding they deserve. It is the longest fic I have ever written and the most emotional. It was a fun 3 months. Thank you for reading along, especially those of you who had followed and left a lovely comment each chapter. It means so much to me reading them. This is a hard fic to read and you are all very brave. Definitely do not recommend reading this in one sitting.
There is at least one sequel, I have it pretty much drafted. It will be focused on the trial, next phase of Shane and Ilya’s life, and Ilya working with therapy through his fury, guilty, and grief that he had swallowed for many years. I will try for the same update schedule to see how it goes. I will take a break from posting for a week and start posting the sequel starting next Saturday.
Hope you enjoy.


(See the end of the chapter for more notes.)


 
  The idea of sleeping apart had been Shane’s, offered at dinner three nights earlier with the dry delivery he used for things that were half joke and half dare. It’s tradition, he had said. Bad luck to see each other before the ceremony. Hayden and Jackie did it. Ilya had looked at him across the kitchen table and said we see each other every day, the luck is already decided, and Shane had laughed, and somehow by the end of the evening it had become a plan anyway — Shane in the guest room for one night, the night of June twenty-ninth, for luck.
Ilya lay in their bed at midnight and understood that the plan had been a mistake.
The bed was wrong. He had known it would be wrong but did not think it would be intolerable, the way you underestimated things you had stopped having to think about. They had not spent a night apart since November — seven months of shared nights, seven months of Shane’s breath beside him in the dark, seven months of reaching over half-asleep and finding a hand that held back — and his body had forgot how to sleep alone and had no interest in relearning it for the sake of a superstition.
It was not only the coldness beside him in the bed. It came before all that. Ilya laid in the dark and felt the old panic stir — the trained alarm of two and a half years, the part of him that registered Shane’s absence as an emergency regardless of what his mind knew. His mind knew exactly where Shane was. Forty feet away, down the hall, behind a door with no lock on the outside, in the room that had been his in the first frightened month and had stood empty since. His mind knew this and his body did not believe it, and he lay in the dark at midnight on the last night before his wedding and felt his heart beat too fast for no reason his mind could endorse.
He had spent nine hundred and twelve nights learning to survive a dark room alone. He was done with that. One more night for luck made nine hundred and thirteen, and he refused.
He got up at one o’clock in the morning and went down the hall.
He opened the guest room door quietly, prepared to stand in the doorway and simply confirm — and Shane was awake. Lying on his back on top of the covers, hands folded on his chest, eyes open and fixed on the ceiling. When the door opened he turned his head and looked at Ilya without any surprise at all.
“You’re awake”, Ilya said.
“So are you”.
“I could not sleep”.
“I know”, Shane chuckled. “You’ve been turning over for an hour. I could hear you through the wall. It was very loud suffering”.
“The bed is wrong”, Ilya said.
“This one too”, Shane said. He looked at Ilya in the doorway for a moment, and then he shifted over and lifted the edge of the blanket. “Get in”.
“It is bad luck”. Ilya hesitated.
“Ilya”. Shane’s voice was dry, warm, and completely certain. “We have had enough bad luck for ten lifetimes. The universe owes us. Get in”.
Ilya crossed the room and got in.
They arranged themselves the way they arranged themselves every night, the choreography seven months they had perfected — Shane’s back against Ilya’s chest, Ilya’s arm over him, their hands finding each other on the mattress and settling — and the wrongness in Ilya’s body dissolved so quickly and so completely that he almost laughed at it, at how thoroughly his whole nervous system had reorganized itself around one person’s proximity. The cure was so simple.
“Better”, Shane said. Not a question.
“Da”, Ilya agreed.
They lay in the dark of the guest room, the June night warm beyond the window, the house calm around them. After a while Ilya said, very quietly, “I keep thinking I will wake up”.
Shane was still in his arms for a moment. “Tell me”.
“I keep thinking I will wake up and it will be this day a year ago. The bag by the door. The flight to Moscow in the morning”. He stopped. “That all of this — the year, the house, tomorrow — that it has been a dream I am having on your bed in Montreal, the alarm will go off, and I will get up and go to Trudeau airport”.
Shane turned over in his arms. He found Ilya’s hand in the dark and brought it up and pressed it flat against his own chest, over his heartbeat, and held it there.
“Feel that”, he said.
Ilya felt it. The steady reliable beat of it under his palm.
“Real”, Shane said. “I’m here. You’re here. And in” — he lifted his head slightly to squint at the clock, “—nine hours, we’re getting married legally, and in eighteen hours in front of our friends. Today, technically. We’re getting married today”.
“Today”, Ilya said. The word arrived in him as joy, plain and enormous. “We are getting married today”.
“So sleep”, Shane said, settling back against him, his hand still holding Ilya’s hand against his heart. “You’re going to need it. Hayden has a speech”.
“He promised three sentences”.
“He’s going to cry during all three of them”.
“Yes”, Ilya said. “He is”.
Shane’s breath evened out within minutes, the somewhat normal sleep that had taken a year to come back to him and that Ilya still cherished, every night, as a gift. Ilya laid in the dark of the guest room with Shane’s heartbeat under his palm and did what he had done every day for a year. He thanked his mother. Silently, in Russian, in the words he had been saying since the last night of June a year ago — spasibo, Mama, thank you, thank you — and then he closed his eyes and slept.
The next morning was bright and already warm, the full generosity of an Ottawa summer arriving at the windows, and Ilya was in the shower down the hall, and Shane stood in their bedroom half-dressed for city hall and took his wallet from the dresser.
The photograph lived behind his bank card. Hayden had found it in the spring while helping sorting the Hollander house. He had handed it over without a word — a summer Polaroid snapshot, his mom and dad in their own backyard, David’s arm around Yuna’s shoulders, both of them laughing at something outside the frame, both of them entirely themselves. Shane had carried it since then. He took it out now, sat on the edge of the bed, and held it in both hands.
“Mum”, he said quietly. “Dad”.
The house was silent except for the distant sound of water.
“I’m getting married today”. He looked at their laughing faces. “To Ilya. Which you knew. You knew before I did, probably — Mom, you definitely did”. A small wet laugh escaped him. “He’s down the hall right now using all the hot water, and in a few hours Hayden is going to marry us in the backyard, and everyone we love is going to be there, and I —“.
He had to stop. He took a deep breath.
“I’m so lucky”, he said. “I need you to hear that. After everything — I still get to marry him. I get to wake up next to him every morning for the rest of my life. I get the real thing”. His voice thickened. “I’m happy, Mom, Dad, truly happy. The kind you don’t have to check on. You don’t have to worry about me anymore — I mean it this time, I promise I mean it”. The tears came then, quiet and unstoppable. “I just wish you were here. You should be sitting in that garden today. You should be here”.
He didn’t hear the shower stop. He heard the door, and then Ilya was there, crossing the room in a towel around his waist. He didn’t say anything — just sat down beside Shane and took his face in both hands and wiped the tears from his cheeks with his thumbs, gently, one side and then the other, and pulled him in and held him.
Shane pressed his face into Ilya’s shoulder and let the emotion overtake him.
After a while Shane straightened and held the photograph up so they could both see it. Ilya looked at Yuna and David laughing in their backyard, and then he spoke to them, his voice low and rough and completely serious.
“Yuna. David”. He paused. “I am marrying your son today. And I am making you the promise I made you a hundred times at your kitchen table without ever saying it out loud”. His thumb moved once across the edge of the photograph. “I will take care of him for the rest of our lives. He will never be alone again — not for one night, not for one hour. You have my word”. He stopped, and his voice dropped lower. “And thank you. For him. For the home you gave me when I had no right to expect one. I am here because your family let me in”.
Shane looked at the photograph, and then at Ilya, and could not speak, and didn’t need to.
City hall was late morning paperwork — a small bright office, a clerk with reading glasses, the marriage certificate flat on the counter between them. Shane signed his name. He had signed his name ten thousand times in his life, on contracts and jerseys and foundation documents, and his hand had never once shaken. It shook slightly now, and he didn’t mind.
He slid the pen to Ilya.
Ilya signed. And then he looked up, and their eyes met over the certificate and looked deep into each other — and with the look everything rushed up at once: twelve years of love and three years of devastation, the parking lot in Saskatchewan and the door on Boxing Day, the voicemail, the locked rooms, that white room on Rue Parthenais, the kitchen table, the visiting room at the facility, and every slow hard kilometer back. Twelve years and three years, held in one look across a government counter, and at the end of it — helplessly, simultaneously — they both smiled like nothing else in the world mattered.
“Congratulations”, the clerk said, stamping something.
Neither of them really heard her. They walked out into the June sun married on paper, with the true part still waiting for them in their own backyard garden.
Svetlana had taken the tie out of Ilya’s hands with slight impatience. It was late afternoon and Ilya was in the guest room being assembled into his tuxedo — Shane and Hayden had claimed the main bedroom — and his hands had betrayed him on the second attempt at the knot, a fine visible tremor he could not argue away. Svetlana had simply stepped in front of him and taken the tie and begun, the way she had stepped in front of him and taken over things since they were nine years old in Moscow.
“You are nervous”, she said. They spoke Russian, the way they always had.
“Yes”.
“Why? He already said yes. Twice, by my count — once in March and once this morning with a government witness. You are already married, Ilyusha. This part is for show.”
“It is not for show”, Ilya said. “It is the part that counts.”
She glanced up at him, hands still working the silk, and waited.
“I cannot believe it is happening”, he said. The honesty came out of him easily, the way it only came out with the few people he trusted. “It feels too good to be true. Every morning I think I have dreamed the whole year”. He paused. “Do you know what I have done every day for the past year? Every single day since that call from Pike? I have thanked my mother. Me — you know what I am, I believe in nothing — and every day I thank her like a man praying.” His voice roughened. “Not only that they found him, Sveta. That he came back. Do you understand what I am telling you? What was done to him — most people do not come back from it. They survive it, maybe, but they do not come back. He came back. Through work I have watched every single day — harder work than anything I ever did on ice, harder than anything I have ever seen anyone do. And he came back still loving me. He still lets me love him. More than before. Closer than before.” He had to stop for a moment. “It is a dream come true. That is not a figure of speech. It is the only dream I had left, and it came true, and I keep waiting to wake up.”
Svetlana finished the knot. She set it straight, smoothed his collar, and then she put her arms around him and held him hard, the fierce brief embrace she had been giving him for twenty years.
“It is happening,” she said against his shoulder. “It is real. And you deserve it, Ilyusha. God knows you have been through enough.”
She stepped back. She looked at him for a moment, and then she said, carefully and reluctantly, “I will say one thing, and then I will be a perfect guest all evening.”
“Go ahead.”
“Two and a half years, Ilya.” Her eyes were steady on his. “I watched from Boston what those years did to you. There were months you did not answer your phone. There were months I thought —,” she stopped herself. “So forgive me if I look at him today and some part of me still asks where he was while you were breaking. How could he leave you like that.”
Ilya didn’t respond right away. When he spoke, his voice was level and very sure.
“Sveta. I cannot tell you where he was. It is his story, not mine, and in two weeks a courtroom will tell it whether he chooses to or not, and the whole world will know, and on that day you will wish you had never asked me this”. He held her gaze. “But I will tell you only one thing. He did not leave me. He was taken from me — and before he was taken, he gave up everything he had, everything, to protect the people he loved. I was one of those people. He paid a price for me that I will spend the rest of my life trying to be worthy of.” He paused. “Be kind to him today. Not for my sake. Because no one at this wedding has earned kindness more.”
Svetlana studied his face for a long moment. Whatever she found there settled something in her, because she nodded, slowly, and when she spoke again her voice had lost its edge entirely.
“All right”, she said. And then, softer, almost an apology: “He makes you happy. I can see that from across a room — I could see it from across hundreds of miles. Today, that is everything I need to know”.
She straightened his lapels with two brisk movements and stepped back to inspect him.
“There”, she said. “You look like a lucky man getting married.”
“I am a lucky man getting married”, Ilya said, “I am the luckiest man in this world.” And saying it out loud filled him with joy so plain and so enormous that he laughed. Svetlana laughed too, and outside the window the garden was filling with chairs and voices and the long golden light of the last evening of June.
Hayden was losing the battle with Shane’s cufflinks, which was fine, because Shane had already lost it first.
“Give me your wrist”, Hayden said. “You’re hopeless.”
“My hands won’t”, Shane held one up as evidence: a fine tremor, unmistakable. “Which is ridiculous. We signed the papers this morning. I’m already married to him. This is just a celebration.”
“This is the important part and you know it.” Hayden threaded the first cufflink through. “The garden part is the real part.”
Shane was quiet while Hayden worked. Then he said, “I’m so lucky, Hayden.”
“I know.” Hayden replied softly.
“No — I need to say it today.” Shane looked at his own reflection in the mirror, and then at Hayden beside him. “I get to marry the love of my life. He saved my life — and that’s not a figure of speech, you know it isn’t, he saved my life more than once. I’m never going to be able to repay what he’s done. I know that. I’ve made peace with that.” His voice was full and steady. “I’m going to spend the rest of my life trying anyway. Loving him. Taking care of him. Every day.”
Hayden finished the second cufflink and chuckled, low and warm.
“What”, Shane said, a bit embarrassed.
“He said almost exactly that to me last week. Practically word for word. He intends to spend the rest of his life repaying you.” Hayden shook his head. “You’re going to be two men in one house trying to out-owe each other for fifty years. It’s going to be unbearable to watch. I’m extremely happy for you.”
Shane laughed — the real, genuine laugh— and Hayden felt it land in his chest as something that had been gone for three years and had come back.
“He loves you to pieces, Shane”, Hayden said, serious now. “There is nothing on this earth that man would not do for you. I watched him for two and a half years. I watched him come apart — slowly, quietly, in a way almost nobody else ever saw — and he never stopped. Not for one single day.” He glanced at Shane’s brown eyes in the mirror. “So whatever you’re nervous about today, I promise you, it isn’t him.”
Shane nodded. And Hayden watched him nod and saw it then — the second layer under the nerves, the one that had nothing to do with tuxedos or vows. He hesitated, because he didn’t want to spoil today. But he asked anyway, gently, because he was Shane’s best friend and gentleness was not the same as silence.
“Is it the trial?”
Shane froze. It lasted only a moment. Then he took a deep breath, and the smile he produced was real but cost him something visible.
“Two weeks”, he said.
“Yeah.”
“I’ll be ready.” He said it quietly and without bravado. “I have help. Dr. Abington twice a week. The Crown’s prosecutors and Ms Desveaux have walked me through every step of it. Joseph had been a great support. And Ilya.” He looked at Hayden. “I won’t be doing any of it alone. That’s the difference, Hayden. I haven’t had to do anything alone since the night you walked into that interview room last year. That’s how I know I’ll be ready.”
Hayden looked at him and felt the unease move through him anyway — the courtroom, the cameras, Shane’s name attached to the full truth, the whole world about to learn what had been done to him — and he held it down in his chest where it belonged, because there would be time for that and the time was not now.
“Okay”, he said. “Not today, though.”
“No”, Shane agreed. “Not today. Today is a good day.”
“Today is a very good day.” Hayden clapped him once on the shoulder and stepped back to look at him — Shane Hollander in a tuxedo, color in his face, his eyes clear and present and entirely his own — and had to look away for a second before his composure dissipated early.
“You realize”, Hayden said, “that I got ordained on the internet for this.”
“You’re the only person in this world we’d trust with it.”
“Don’t.” Hayden pointed at him. “Do not make me cry before I’ve even started. I have a whole speech.”
“Keep it short”.
“It’s three sentences. The vows are the point.”
The ceremony was at seven, in the long golden light.
The garden had been prepared for it, and relandscaped before that by the two of them in May — Hayden had heard about it in pieces all spring, the weekends of Shane and Ilya on their knees in the beds Ilya had let go wild for three years, planting things, arguing pleasantly about things, restoring the garden the way they had restored everything else, slowly and with their own hands. Now there were chairs on the grass, peonies along the fence, tomatoes climbing along the vine, and strings of lights waiting overhead for dark. The guests had filled in through the late afternoon until the lawn held everyone.
Jackie in the front row with Amber on her lap, Ruby and Jade beside her in dresses they had chosen themselves with great excitement, Arthur already eyeing the cake table. Cliff Marlow, down from Boston, who had embraced Ilya at the gate like a brother. Svetlana, elegant and composed, in the second row. Rose Landry, who had been closer to Shane than almost anyone and had cried twice before anything even started. JJ Boiziau from Montreal. And an entire row of Ottawa Centaurs— Troy, Zane, Wyatt, Evan, Luca, Harris — loud and laughing right up until the back door of the house opened, and then not loud at all.
Because that was how they entered. No aisle, no procession, no one to give them away. The back door of their own house opened — the door that opened from the inside — and Shane and Ilya came out of it together and crossed their own grass side by side. Hayden stood at the front of the garden in the golden light and watched his two best friends walk toward him and had to take a long breath before he trusted his voice.
He kept his speech to three sentences, as promised.
“I have known these two men as rivals, as colleagues, as a secret I kept, and as the two best friends of my life”, he said. “I have watched them lose each other and find each other in ways no one should have to and almost no one could survive. I’m not going to talk long — because nothing I could say matters next to what they’re about to say to each other.”
Hayden looked at Shane. “Shane.”
Shane turned to face Ilya. He had no paper and no notebook. He spoke from memory, or from somewhere deeper than memory, his voice carrying clearly in the still evening air.
“I tried to write this down”, he said. “Four drafts. I threw them all away — because there aren’t any right words. There’s only the true thing. So here’s the true thing.” He took a breath. “You were the reason I survived, Ilya. Not in a poetic way. Literally. When there was nowhere left to go, I went to you — the fact that you existed somewhere in the world, the fact you had loved me the way you did — and I held onto that fact, and it saved me.” His voice stayed steady. “I didn’t know what you were doing all that time. I didn’t know that you never stopped loving me. Not for one single day. Nine hundred and twelve nights, and you never stopped. I just knew you existed. And the knowledge of your existence was enough to get me through a night. And then the next one. And then the next one.” He paused. “I want to spend the rest of my life being that for you — except not a fact you hold onto from far away. The real person. Present. In the room. Every morning and every night, for the rest of our lives.” His eyes were bright and his voice did not break. “I love you. I have loved you since I was seventeen years old, and I will love you until there is nothing left of me to love you with. I choose you. Every time. Over everything. Without hesitation.” He stopped, and let the silence hold for one breath, and then he said it: “No pause. Just you. Always.”
Hayden watched Ilya. He was crying — openly, without any apparent intention of wiping his face — and the garden was completely silent, and Hayden gave it a moment and then said, quietly, “Ilya.”
Ilya took a breath.
“I did not write mine down”, he said. “If I write things down, I manage them. I am done managing what I feel for you.”
He looked at Shane as if he was the only person in the world.
“I loved you for nine years before I said it out loud. Nine years, Shane. I told myself there were good reasons. There were no good reasons. There was only fear, and pride, and time I will never get back”. His voice was rough and certain. “And then, when I finally had everything — when I had you — I lost it over a single five second pause. One moment that I heard wrong. I let a misunderstanding speak louder than twelve years, and it cost us two and a half years of grief I would not wish on my worst enemy. It nearly cost us everything. I will carry my share of that for the rest of my life.”
He steadied himself.
“One year ago tonight, I believed you were gone forever. I had sold nearly everything I owned. There was nothing keeping me in Ottawa. Nothing keeping me in Canada. Nothing keeping me anywhere.”
Ilya stopped. The garden was absolutely still. Shane’s eyes were on his, and Shane knew, and Hayden knew, and the silence said everything that did not belong to anyone else.
“And then the phone rang”, Ilya said. “And I learned that the world had given back the one person I would have traded everything for.” He breathed. “So hear me now, in front of everyone we love. You are my first choice. You always were — even when I was too proud and too frightened to say so. Over hockey. Over the Stanley cup, every award, every city, every other life I could have had — you. You are the best thing that has ever happened to me, and nothing else is close. Nothing has ever come close.”
His voice dropped, and somehow carried further for it.
“I will never make that mistake again. There will be no more silence at doors. No more words left unsaid because I was proud, or hurt, or afraid. I intend to spend every day I am given making those years up to you — loving you, taking care of you, and saying everything out loud, every single day, until you are sick of hearing it.”
A ripple of wet laughter moved through the garden.
“I choose you”, Ilya said. “I have always chosen you. I will always choose you.”
The rings were exchanged with unsteady hands. Hayden looked at the two of them, and at the garden full of crying people — Jackie, Rose, half the Ottawa Centaurs, and yes, in the second row, Svetlana, pressing two fingers beneath her eyes — and he cleared his throat.
“By the power vested in me”, he said, “by the province of Ontario and, frankly, by the internet” — the laughter broke the tension beautifully — “I now pronounce you husband and husband. You may —”
They were already kissing.
The garden erupted. The Ottawa Centaurs row was loudest, Amber’s small voice piping over everything, and the last golden light of June lay across the lawn, and Hayden stood at the front of it with his three sentences finished and cried without any embarrassment at all.
They had their first dance at dusk, when the string lights came on.
Hayden stood at the edge of the lawn with his arm around Jackie and watched them — Ilya’s hand spread wide and certain on Shane’s back, Shane saying something against his ear that made them both laugh quietly, the two of them turning slowly under the lights with the comfortable ease of two men who had nowhere else to be for the rest of their lives.
Nine years of game-planning against Ilya, Hayden thought. Nine years of opposing benches and opposing locker rooms, of watching Ilya Rozanov across the ice and treating him as the rival they had to beat. Then two and a half years of grieving beside him — the highway, the kitchen tables, the hallway where they had held each other and wept. And then one year of watching him put a broken man back together with his bare hands, patiently, day after day, refusing every shortcut and sparing himself nothing.
And now this. The two of them turning under the lights in their own garden, married.
There were more difficulties coming, such is life. Hayden knew its exact shape and its exact date — a courtroom in Montreal in two weeks, the full truth spoken into a public record, the headlines that would follow, the world learning everything that this garden full of people did not yet know. It was going to be brutal. There was no version of it that wasn’t.
And watching them — Shane’s head tipping briefly against Ilya’s temple, Ilya’s eyes closing, both of them smiling at something only they could hear — Hayden felt certainty arrive in him, clean and total and completely without doubt. They would get through it. They would get through anything now. They had already survived the worst thing that would ever happen to them, and then they had done the harder thing after — they had come back to each other, centimeter by centimeter, and built this. Everything still ahead of them will just be a change in weather.
“Look at them”, Jackie said softly.
“I know.” Hayden replied.
“No”, she said. “Look.”
He looked. Shane laughed at something, full and genuine, and Ilya pulled him closer. The lights burned gold above them, and Hayden kissed his wife’s hair and looked, and did not stop looking for a long time.
Across the lawn, Amber was asleep across two chairs. Arthur had successfully reached the cake. Ruby and Jade had taken command of the music and were taking the responsibility very seriously. The June night came down soft and slow over the garden, and the party went on inside it, joyful and loud and entirely earned.
It was very late when the garden finally emptied.
Hayden and Jackie were the last to go, Jackie carrying Amber against her shoulder, Hayden gripping each of them in a hard one-armed embrace at the gate and saying nothing because nothing more was needed. Then the cars pulled away, and the house stood with lit windows in the dark, and the garden was quiet — glasses on the tables, a forgotten shawl over a chair, the string lights still burning above the empty lawn.
Shane stood at the bottom of the garden with his jacket gone and his tie loose, his face tipped up to the sky. The moon was high and white above the maples, and he was watching it with certain degree of fascination. He had learned the exact value of an ordinary night.
He heard the grass behind him and then Ilya’s arms came around his waist from behind, and Ilya’s mouth found the side of his neck and pressed a kiss there, tender and warm.
“Husband”, Ilya said.
Shane turned in his arms. He was smiling before he finished turning.
“Husband”, he said back, and then he said it again, tasting it. “I like the sound of that.”
“So do I”, Ilya said. “I have liked it all day. I intend to like it for fifty years.”
They stood holding each other in the moonlight, the house glowing behind them, the night crisp and warm. Then Shane’s smile softened into something deeper, and he said, “Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For loving me.” His voice was steady and full. “For never once stopping believing in me — even when I had stopped believing in myself. For giving me a home when I had nothing left. When I got out last year, I had nothing. No home, no life, no career, not even the self I recognized.” He held Ilya’s gaze. “You gave me somewhere to come back to. You gave me someone to come back to. I wouldn’t be standing here without that. I know I wouldn’t.”
Ilya’s eyes filled, and he did not wipe them. He leaned in and kissed Shane softly on the lips — slow and lingering, the kiss saying he had nowhere else to be for the rest of his life — and when he drew back his voice was ragged.
“Thank you”, he said, “for surviving the unsurvivable. For never stopping loving me — through years that should have killed any love, you never stopped. And for the work. The work you have done this year, coming back — to yourself, to me. I watched you do it, day after day, and it is the bravest thing I have ever seen, and I will spend the rest of my life in awe of you.”
Shane pulled him in, and they held each other tightly under the moon — two men in their own garden, married, the lights burning above the empty chairs, the back door of the house standing open behind them.
There was a courtroom waiting two weeks away, and beyond it whatever else the world would ask. They both knew it. Neither of them was afraid of it tonight. Whatever came, they would face it the way they should have faced everything from the very beginning — together, out loud, with nothing left unsaid.
The love they had cost so much. It had cost almost everything. But It was worth every cost.
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          Chapter 34: Author note


I started posting sequel. Chapter 1 is up. It will be updated twice a week on Tuesday and Friday. Probably about similar length.
This was a difficult story to read and not for everyone. Thank you all the brave souls who were able to stick to it until the end. If you don’t like this , that’s totally okay. There are more than 40 thousand wonderful fanfics in this fandom, just close the tab and move on to next one.
For those of you who enjoyed this one, hope you enjoy the sequel.




 
  See you at the sequel.


  
  

  