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Slow Dancing in the Dark

    by comeswithaprice

      Summary

      There were things about Shane Hollander that existed only in the dark, and those things were most of him.

or; a moment of vulnerability at a team gathering turns into a viral scandal overnight when a video of Shane coming out is leaked to the press.

Suddenly, everyone is watching. Everyone is talking. Everyone is judging.

It all goes to hell—until maybe it doesn't.



      Notes

        🔸 Unless you count business proposals, bullet journals, and grocery lists, I haven't written a single thing in approximately 10 years. It figures that Heated Rivalry would be the fandom that drags me back in.

🔸 I use a lot of commas, run-on sentences, italics, and em-dashes. I've been using them since I was a teenager. AI fuckin' wishes it was writing Schweinsteiger/Podolski RPF with the same blind dedication of me at 14.

🔸 We're going canon divergent from 2016, and we're currently before Tuna Meltdown.

🔸 Protect your peace - there's a lot of nasty stuff in here, a lot of slurs in this chapter especially. Please read the tags before starting 🩷




  






      

  












      Chapter 1: past where our feet could touch
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  March 2016

Montreal 
 
Shane’s covered in sweat, muscles straining with effort. He’s so close he can taste it.
“What are you wearing?” he breathes into the phone.
There’s a pause on the other end, then Hayden lets out a choked laugh.
“Buddy I'm flattered but I'm married," he replies, the glee evident in his tone.
“You moron.” 
Shane chuckles and counts through the remaining reps on his vertical leg presses, steadying his breath.
He's close, so close, to winning this bet he has with Rozanov on who can be the first to do 10 reps of 1600 lbs on a true vertical press; he's been working up to it all morning, and he's at 8 now, quads straining with effort, but he can do it, he knows he can.
“Jackie picked out some stuff for me so we'd kinda match, but in like a classy way, like William and Kate,” Hayden continues over the phone. He sounds all proud, like Ruby when she talks about beating Grace McNamara to the illustrious role of being a flower instead of a tree for the Christmas recital. 
It's fond, and it makes something hollow ache beneath his ribs in response. 
Nine, Shane thinks, shaking the feeling off by flexing his lower back and letting the plate come all the way down so his legs are pressed flat to his chest. He makes a blind grab for his phone, snaps a quick picture that shows off his thighs, the position he's in, and the amount he’s pressing. 
He breathes out, letting the phone drop back to the side of the machine, and pushes, up up up until his legs are straight again. Ten. There.
Shane engages the safety on the machine, and slowly brings his legs back to his chest, thighs buzzing, stretching them slowly side to side. “How cute. Did she also cut the crusts off your PB&J this morning?”
Hayden makes an outraged noise, “Fuck you, man.” A resigned pause. “But yes, yes she did. She luuuuuuvs me,” he singsongs, and in the background Shane can hear Jackie's nonplussed ‘Don't kid yourself, I’m only in it for the money’.
“Imagine being in the market for a sugar daddy and getting saddled with your salary instead,” he sits up and stretches out his spine. Hayden snorts again. “But really Hayd, what are you wearing?” 
I should get a stylist, Shane thinks, not for the first time. He's getting tired of having to check in with his best friend every time there's a social engagement with a vague enough dress code. He thinks it was fine at 20, 22, maybe even funny, but at 24 it’s not fine anymore. Definitely not funny at all. 
“A shirt, pretty nice. It's green. And some dark pants.” 
“Okay but like, not elegant, no? No jacket? No tie?”
Hayden makes a pained noise, “Dude, it's just Comeau’s home, not the Met Gala. Just because he said to ‘dress up' it doesn't mean they're gonna block you at the door unless you're wearing a tux… you're the fucking captain, you could probably wear something stupid like an inflatable dinosaur costume and they'd still let you in. Like, they'd have to.” 
Shane's not sure what kind of beef Hayden has with inflatable dinosaur costumes, but it sounds personal.
“Okay, yeah. Okay. I'll just. Put something on then. I guess. Not green. Wouldn't want to also match. I like crusts with my PB&Js,” he says.
“See, we both know you'd never even touch a PB&J unless you were under extreme duress. Maybe if it was the zombie apocalypse and you’d already eaten at least one of your dead frie-hey!”
There's sounds of a scuffle on the other end of the line, and Shane hums in recognition before grabbing the cleaning spray and wiping down the vertical press machine. 
“Hi Jackjack.” 
“Hi sweetness,” Jackie finally says, a bit breathless as she wins control of the phone. “How are you?” then lower “Stop, stop it now Hayden, get away from me you godless heathen.” 
He grabs his towel, phone, and water bottle, turns off the light on his way out of the gym. Next is laundry, then shower, then clothes, then the team event at Comeau's house. He can do this. It doesn’t matter that it’s been a long, difficult week, he can do this. 
“Shane, I couldn't help but overhear my husband say something completely out of pocket to you just now, so I feel like I have to intervene.”
“Out of pocket? Your husband? I'm shocked and appalled.”
He folds the used towel into a neat square, and places it in the hamper on top of another pile of dirty towels, then strips and sorts each clothing item into the appropriate receptacle. He would love to stay home tonight and do laundry instead. Relax. Maybe call Rozanov and relax before bed.
“He's wearing a blue shirt and a pair of dark wash jeans. Not whatever he said. He's just confused. He skipped his nap today.”
‘Girl, fuck you,’ Shane hears in the background. ‘It looked green, okay.’ 
“And,” Jackie goes on, raising her voice over Hayden's, “I think you should wear the nice ivory sweater we got you last Christmas. And slacks. Dark. Not black though. Very respectable captain attire, but also very hot because I know Martine is bringing her cousin over for you to meet.”
Of fucking course, he thinks bitterly. 
The endless parade of cousins, siblings, random relatives, and sometimes people plucked straight from a Montreal club the night before had started about a year prior, because according to most of the older men on the team it was “unreasonable” for Shane to still be single at 23. Not while being such a “hot commodity”. 
So, whenever they had this type of gathering, Shane spent the entire time pretending he cared enough about finding a girlfriend to make small talk with whatever woman was introduced to him, all while his brain played a loop of 10 minutes of screaming goats set to Taylor Swift.
Hi Kylie so nice to meet you oh wow you're single? What a coincidence. Technically so am I, but I'm fucking Ilya Rozanov on the side. From the Bears? You know him? Yeah I've grown quite fond of the way he just folds me in half like I'm a difficult batch of sourdough and he's the world's most dedicated baker. And then fucks every single one of my conscious thoughts into the stratosphere. Have you tried the shrimp salad by the way? Oh wow you're a yoga instructor? How cool. I'm so interested in you alluding to how flexible you can be during sex because it’s definitely not something I leverage constantly while I sext a rival player in the league. We should totally hang out. I'm definitely looking for a girlfriend and you seem exactly my type on account of being 5’3, about 110 pounds wet and, most notably, a woman.
Shane scans the pants section of his walk-in closet. “Dark grey?”
“Yes,” she says. 
“Okay, thanks Jackie.” a pause. “Any chance you could tell Martine not to sic her cousin on me or…”
“Not a chance. See you later, loser! Bye!” 
Shane exhales, bumping his head against the closet door a bit too forcefully and getting rid of his headphones.  
Shower, then clothes, then at least 2 hours of engaging his subpar people skills on a half empty social battery. He can do this.
Maybe. 
The thing is, it's been a bad week. 
Marchant, the first line center from Nashville, had a sex tape leak. Normally it would be a point of pride for any guy across the league, except Marchant had the audacity to get recorded while being tied up, with his wife’s fingers in his ass. 
And that was a cardinal sin.
No matter that Marchant was clearly having very rewarding sex with a woman who most definitely knew what she was doing enough to tie him up in a pretty rope formation and milk his prostate - Shane's teammates for one had had so much to say about how emasculated they'd feel in his place. How emasculated anyone should feel in his place. About what a freak Marchant was for letting his girl do that. What a pussy. He was enjoying fingers up his ass a bit too much, what a faggot. 
Hayden had tried to say, “There’s literally a naked woman making him come so hard his legs are shaking?” but then the others had started making fun of him instead, asking whether he felt a sense of camaraderie because Jackie also did that, and was that why he hadn't scored in 2 games? Because he was too busy being queer in the sack?
And so on, so forth, with Shane tiptoeing around the dressing room, skirting around social media’s merciless response, even going as far as pirouetting around pundits on ESP on what had to have been a glacially slow news day.
Friday hadn’t come a minute too soon, except unfortunately Friday meant Saturday was next. And Saturday meant it was time for the Voyageurs’ monthly "family hangout," and there was absolutely no way the topic wouldn't come up as everyone got progressively more drunk. 
The anxious buzz that's been settling under his skin as the week progressed has now reached the point where Shane is seriously considering coming up with some mysterious family emergency so he can spend the night home doing sudoku, doing laundry, sorting through his bookshelves and reorganizing spreads in his reading journal, cleaning his fridge, anything, but he knows he can't. 
He knows that, as captain, it's his responsibility to show up to these things and support his community. That technically, organizing an event like this should have fallen to his own WAG. Failing that, one of his Alternates' WAGs. In the end, the job had landed with Jackie and Elyse Comeau, thanks largely to the fact that JJ remained stubbornly, chronically single. 
There was a difference, though, in the way JJ was allowed to be single and Shane wasn't, and Shane knew it.  
This difference existed in the liminal space between the time he turned off the light on his bedside table, and the automated rising of the electric curtains at dawn. There were things about Shane Hollander that existed only in the dark, and those things were most of him. 
JJ was different; he didn't exist in the dark, probably never really spent too much time there either. He was larger than life and commanded attention in any room he entered, so he was allowed to be The Voyageur Bachelor, as they sometimes called him with reverence in their tones. JJ was allowed to go to a team gathering without Martine Drapeau introducing her cousin to him, and whereas Shane had been somewhat fine with this before, the cage had started to chafe now. Had been for a bit.
He closes the bathroom door behind him and turns the shower on, letting the steam fill up the room and start soothing his muscles as he waits, phone in hand. 
“Told you I would beat you,” he captions the gym picture, and sends it to Lily. 
He doesn’t bother setting his phone on the counter, knowing Rozanov’s attachment to his phone these days mirrors Shane's own. The reply comes less than a minute later. 
Lily
Fuck Hollander

yeah you did 

Hot

What are you wearing?
Shane smiles.
It's become sort of an inside joke between them, Rozanov asking him what he's wearing and Shane replying something absurd back.
As most things between them, it had been about sex in the beginning. A way for Shane to practice his (frankly abysmal) sexting chops in a simple way, but had evolved into something of a greeting, a way for one of them to say ‘I'm here, thinking of you. Where are you?’ that the other could take in whichever direction they wanted, safe or not safe for work.
He backspaces on "nothing but a drop of Chanel #5" because he knows that if they start down this route he's truly never gonna make it to Comeau's, at all. 
 
Jane
The skin of a human being named Shane Hollander
Lily
still hot. good skin

ask me what I'm wearing
Jane
What are you wearing?
Lily
baby vomit
Jane
I hear it's all the rage in Paris
Lily
i am babysitter for marly's sister tonight
Jane
Does Marleau’s sister know that?
Lily
no, i kidnapped baby greta, is too cute. her whole head fits my hand and I can squeeze like an orange to see if it's ripe
Jane
Let's maybe not do that
Lily
i would never, she is too precious. i would eat her instead like world’s most delicate blini
Jane
I hope the FBI agent reading through this has already called a swat team to your location 
Lily
ah but what would you do without me if I go to prison? then you would be prison wife no? 
Jane
I'm pretty sure that's not what a prison wife is
Lily
i know you hollander. I said what I said
 
Shane chuckles to himself. What an asshole. A small knot of anxiety has loosened in his chest, though, as it always did these days when they talked. 
Rozanov used to exist in the dark, too. 
In the quiet of Shane’s fingers tapping messages on his phone, then in the gossamer-light whispers of Rozanov's voice as it enters Shane's ear and caresses down down down his body, licking around his spine like a question mark.
These days though (and probably for longer than Shane was comfortable admitting to himself), Rozanov has taken to glowing a little too brightly to still exist in the dark, no matter how hard Shane tries to leave him there, push him deeper into the space made of things that are Shane rather than Hollander, trying hard to look at him only from certain angles, only indirectly so Shane’s eyes wouldn't hurt from the light. 
 
Jane
I have to go take a shower, enjoy your baby vomit 
Lily
enjoy the skin of Shane Hollander, mister alien 👾 
 
These days it really was a problem. 
 
—
 
In a shocking turn of events, it takes almost a whole hour before someone brings up Marchant’s sex tape.
Shane has already made it through meeting Martine's cousin, rejecting said cousin's invite to have coffee at her coffeehouse, and excusing himself to go grab another drink.
He sips his ginger ale, looking around the backyard for something to do before Martine Drapeau inevitably finds him and coaxes him into going out with her cousin, as if his ‘no’ meant ‘I'm actually just playing coy, please harass me some more about this until my nervous system decides to completely shut down and I agree to whatever you’re saying out of sheer desperation’.
JJ's holding court for the rookies next to the barbecue, making wild hand gestures and talking so loudly Shane can practically taste the migraine cluster forming behind his left eye. 
He loves JJ, but Shane's social battery needs to be in optimal state to handle Party JJ, and right now the battery is depleted enough that Shane doesn't even want to be there at all, let alone try to engage in whatever wild tale JJ is recounting to their excitable baby ducklings.
He looks around some more.
Despite some of the people at their table, the least sensory offensive option seems to be the small group sitting poolside, consisting of Hayden, Jackie, Comeau and his wife Elyse, and Renard and his girlfriend (Katya? Shane isn’t sure).
He’s barely sat down before Renard throws the first punch.
“Did you hear about Marchant? They're saying he's gonna get traded.”
Traded, Shane thinks with dread. For that? 
“Who?” says his… maybe wife? Maybe Katya?
“The dude with the sex tape, I told you about him.”
Drew Marchant, 29, 27–44–71 last season, +14, 57% on draws. He's not a dude with a sex tape, Shane thinks, he's a starting center who's been in Nashville for six years and has won them one cup. 
He doesn't say any of it, just looks at the pool vacuum on his slow steady journey instead, and keeps sipping his drink. 
“What did you expect?” doubles down Comeau. “That gay shit doesn't fly, of course they're gonna trade him.”
“Wait, he's gay?” Elyse says. “I think we met his wife at some charity event last year, non?”
Comeau shrugs, “I mean yeah - you gotta be to like that shit, no?”
Shane can almost feel Jackie’s disapproving frown before it blooms on her face. His body’s immediate response are icy shards of dread creeping up his spine, because you are not supposed to engage with whatever bullshit his teammates say - you're supposed to be quiet and non-committal enough for it to qualify as plausible deniability in case questions are raised. 
Except Jackie isn't part of the team - she's much better than all of them, and from a molehill a mountain is born.
“But why would he get traded for that? Isn’t he like, really good for Nashville's standards?”
Hayden's hand comes up to squeeze her waist, but she ignores it and settles in his lap more comfortably. 
“I mean,” she continues, “Why would you get rid of a good player like that? Isn’t winning more important?”
Comeau’s gaze has gone steely now, the cut of his mouth tight and thin. Renard doesn’t seem to notice as he drains the last of his beer and crushes the can in his hand. 
“Imagine going back to your team after taking it up the ass. After the whole world has seen you like fingers up your ass.”
“Okay,” Jackie says, as if she's expecting the sentence to continue and for a proper explanation to follow so she can understand why Marchant is getting traded mid season.
This time, Renard stares at her properly.
“Well, that gay shit isn’t gonna fly in the locker room. Gil said that already.” His tone is condescending, as if Jackie's stupid for not understanding, as if it makes perfect sense for Nashville to very likely lose their chance at a playoff run just because one of their player's privacy has been violated, and everyone not directly involved has decided what goes on behind closed marital doors is more important than anything else - more important than hockey.  
It’s important for people to perceive you a certain way, a voice inside his head remarks. It sounds suspiciously like his mom explaining why it's important for him to bring turkey sandwiches to school instead of TKG despite the fact that the texture is all wrong, that the flavour is just not what he wants.
It's important for him to be divorced from his mom’s culture, at least in public, and it's important for Marchant to maintain a masculine, straight enough appearance so that his team, the league, strangers on the internet around the world will respect him.  
And, according to public perception, he has failed. 
An uncomfortable silence has fallen over the group. Hayden squeezes Jackie's waist again, murmuring something in her ear and kissing her there. Jackie blinks a few times, then plasters a smile on her face. “Sorry, sorry - I get it, I do. I’m just a bit shocked because he’s a pretty good player. But at least now he's getting traded, right?”
“That’s right,” Comeau says, relaxing his shoulders. “I would not want to be in the locker room with a guy like that.”
Shane makes a non-committal noise, lingering on the irony of that statement for just a second.   
“Come on Gil, you don't think there's anyone in our team that is a bit... adventurous in bed?” Elyse teases as she gets up to collect empties from the overcrowded table in front of them. 
“Not like that,” he slides a hand up her skirt, making her fumble the bottles. “Your pussy and ass are all I need.”
Elyse swats his arm away, visibly embarrassed. “Gil, stop that!” 
“Stop means yes, yes?” laughs Renard. “I’ve heard that one before.” Maybe girlfriend, maybe Katya laughs. 
Shane's spine has gone so rigid there's a distinct possibility it's going to crumble in on itself from sheer pressure. 
“Besides,” Comeau continues, shifting his attention to Shane, “We all know that if there was a fruit on our team it would be Hollander.” 
Renard, in the process of taking a pull from his beer, chokes on it instead as he lets out a loud bark of laugh, and then starts coughing wetly. 
Good, I hope you choke and die, Shane finds himself thinking, trying very hard to only let the correct type of emotions surface for the others to see. 
“Very funny, ha ha guys.” 
He spits the words out with what he hopes is enough sarcasm, sure that the smile he's trying to mimic is a grimace more than anything else. His skin feels clammy and other, like he really is an alien wearing Shane Hollander instead of the man himself.
More people are looking their way now, attracted by Comeau and Renard's bouts of coughing and laughter. He can see JJ making his way over with the rookies, and feels like the neckline of his sweater is choking him.  
“Shane, can you please get my sweater?” Jackie says. “I'd send this one but he's too good of a chair” She rubs her hand across Hayden's raised shoulders.
He gets up from the chair on stiff legs, spine stacked and rigid. “Sure thing, Jackie.”
“We’re using the nursery as wardrobe,” comes Elyse’s voice. She's back in Comeau’s lap, and for that Shane admires, despises, and pities her in almost equal parts. 
 
—
 
One, two, three, four, hold, he thinks as he regulates his breathing, his legs somehow carrying him inside despite how unsteady he feels. 
One, two, three, four, he breathes out, and if the hand setting the ginger ale can on the kitchen counter is shaking, no one's there to see it anyway. 
 
—
 
Shane finds the nursery on his second attempt, and instead of sorting through the pile of clothes on the bed he lets himself spill into the rocking chair next, hands raking through his hair, rubbing at cheeks painfully.
He knew this was gonna happen, so why the fuck was it hitting him so hard this time? It really was nothing new, he'd even heard that same joke before, but the way Comeau said it this time had been … pointed. The kind of sting that didn't just hurt, but was engineered specifically to bury itself into flesh and tear when you tried to pull it out. 
He'd said it the same way he talked to women and WAGs who tried to engage in a hockey discussion instead of fawning over their muscles and celebrity. Like he knew better, and Shane had... frozen. It was like Comeau had seen right through him.
I know what you are. You're not fooling me. 
There's a soft knock on the door, and before Shane can come up with something to do that doesn't make him look like he's tearing at the seams in his teammate’s nursery room, Hayden comes in.
“Hey buddy,” he says, soft and sad. He goes to kneel next to the rocking chair, a hand on Shane’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “Are you okay?” 
He snorts. “Yeah, I’m great. That’s why I’m three seconds away from having a panic attack in baby Marc Comeau’s bedroom.”
Hayden squeezes his shoulder again. “Asshole,” he says, but fond, like a kindness. A whisper in the space between the two of them. “Do you feel like telling me what you're having a panic attack about? Or do you just want me to sit here with you?” 
It really isn't like Hayden, to be so delicate around words. He normally barrels through conversations with the same grace of his own toddler, without measuring the shape and meaning of his sentences before they leave his mouth, and that’s what gives Shane pause. 
He looks up from his hands, holding Hayden’s gaze and searching. 
They’ve known each other for years. He was there when Hayden and Jackie met. He was best man at their wedding. He was there for each of Jackie’s births. Each baby shower. Each birthday, each family dinner that somehow included Shane, too. Each invite to hang out and just be. Each board game night. Each time they'd trusted him enough to let him babysit the kids so they could have some time alone. He was godfather to each baby Pike.
He and Hayden live in each other’s pockets more often than not, on the ice, off the ice, and all this time Shane has been halfway hidden in the shade, existing in between the things he says and the things he is.
He feels like crying. Like throwing up. Like apologizing. Like this is just another item on the long list of things that are killing him.
Hayden is looking at him like he's thinking, I know what you are. You’re not fooling me, but it's gentle, like being held instead of being pushed. I see you, Hayden's saying. Even when you hide. And if you want me to, I'll see you in the light too. 
The fight goes out of Shane. 
“You know,” he says, and it's not a question. 
“I know, but you don’t have to say it if you don’t wa-”
“I’m gay,” Shane says, fighting against the way his throat immediately starts closing up. “Pretty sure at least.”
Breathe in one, two, three, four, hold.
“I thought,” one, two, “I thought I could like both, but I… really don't think I can…?” Three four, hold one, two, three, four. 
Hayden’s face has gone blurry in front of him. 
“Hey, hey, Shane,” he says then, the hand on his shoulder grabbing and pulling until he’s sliding off the chair and into Hayden’s arms. “It’s okay, it’s all good.” 
Breathe out one, two, three, four. 
“I'm sorry I kept this from you for so long. I'm so sorry.” In one, two, three, four. “I love you, you're my best friend, and I'm sorry I kept this.“
Out one, two, th-
Hayden cups a hand around his nape, cradles him like he’s something precious, rocks him back and forth like he's seen him do a thousand times when Jade or Ruby are crying. “Hey hey, hey buddy. It's okay. I love you too, you know?”
Shane's arms have a mind of their own as they shoot up so quickly, grab onto Hayden and hold on for dear life. He knows he’s crying, hates himself for it, but he can't stop.  
“I’m ruining your green shirt.”
“Fuck you, you can buy me a new one,” says Hayden, not unkindly. 
In the quiet semi dark of the room, knees on the floor and Marc Comeau's host of stuffed toys witnessing the scene from the shelves, Hayden’s reassuring voice and presence feel like absolution. 
“I’m really sorry about Gil.”
“Like it's your fucking fault, Hayd.” 
The other shrugs, and Shane detangles from the embrace, wiping his face with his sleeve.
“I fucking hate when he says shit like that. It's gross as hell. Groping your wife in front of your friends is gross as hell.”
“Yeah.” Hayden shifts with a wince, sitting down on the plush carpet now that the moment has passed. “I don't really know how his wife hasn't left him yet.”
“And I fucking hate that, instead of saying something, I came here to have a fucking panic attack because I'm a fucking coward.” 
Shane rests his head backwards, thudding it lightly against the rocking chair. “I really am a spineless fruit.”
“No you're not, what the hell Shane?” Hayden checks him with his shoulder. “First of all, ‘spineless fruit’ sounds like you're a villain in an episode of Veggie Tales, which, fucking weird. Second, we both know what saying something would mean, in a team like this. You've seen how they reacted to Jackie. It wouldn't…” 
“I know,” he says quietly, closing his eyes as his heart finally starts settling in his chest.
“It's like when Jackie says she hates men, right? Like, some of us are okay… but as a whole… except it's the opposite for the Voyageurs. The whole is lovable but the single parts are… not always worthy of that love…?”
“What the fuck are you even saying right now,” Shane moans, pressing the heels of his hands against his eyelids. 
“I don't know man, I'm shit at emotions and stuff, and I've never had to gently nudge anyone into telling me they're gay before, so I used up all my skills on that. I got nothing left.”
Shane hums. “Congrats on being an ally, I guess.”
“Fuck you, Hollander.”
“No thanks, you're not my type.” 
It's a joke he never would have let himself make before. It feels weird in his mouth, unfamiliar, but not entirely unpleasant.
“Oh my God fuck off,” Hayden giggles, sounding like wind chimes rustling in the aftermath of a storm. 
Shane chuckles. It's still a bit brittle and wet, and his brain's still a loud mess, but his heart - his heart is back secure in his chest, even after Shane's grabbed a handful of it and exposed it to the elements. He's still here, and his best friend is laughing, and maybe, maybe it will all turn out okay.
 
—
 
It does not turn out okay.
 
—
 
These are some of the things that exist in the dark with the rest of Shane Hollander.
The comments Theriault makes about LA's Pride Night game and rainbow stick tape, the sneer on his coach's face as he calls one of his own rookies a pussy for skipping practice after his grandma dies. 
The Timmie’s barista whose gaze lingers a little bit too long, almost knowing, and the way Shane lets himself be looked at for a second wondering what if? instead of immediately switching to deflection.
The way Rozanov's muscles shift like molten gold under Shane's hands as he skates them down his arms, catches the chain dangling between their chests and holds it in his mouth as Rozanov moves inside of him in a slow drag, gripping Shane's thighs harder, spreading them open wider. 
Man in the Crease making an off-color joke about South Carolina’s Neil Josten coming out a month into his retirement and announcing his marriage to another athlete, a goalie from the National Lacrosse League. How a large part of the fan base doubles down on the jokes in the comments, while positive voices get told to “kys you social justice pussy,” slurs thrown around like confetti.
Hayden frowning as Shane only orders green tea when they sit down for lunch, and the way Shane's own stomach constricts at the sight and smell of Hayden’s steak. How he lies about having already eaten at home because he was just so hungry after practice, sorry Hayd. How he'd instead looked at his post-rink meal and told himself he hadn't earned it, so he'd left it in the fridge.
The colour of the bruises he finds on his ribs after they play against Boston one fall, and how there's no misunderstanding the imprint and shape of fingers for anything even remotely hockey related. The way he presses his own fingers against phantom ones, and feels warmth blossom in his stomach at the dull ache. The way he feels marked and owned, and how that settles something in his chest.
 
—
 
The video is leaked on Tuesday, just as Shane starts to settle back into his skin. 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Yes, I absolutely did kiss the brick before throwing it.

I'm not done yapping apparently so have a couple more notes:

🔸 The amazing poolside conversation actually happened at a work event, and I adjusted it for hockey relevance since it seemed like a waste to let such beautiful takes go unused. At least my trauma is good for something.

🔸 I know like 5 things about hockey, sorry to any Marchant out there, I wasn't trying to single you out but I do hope my Marchant is out there somewhere getting edged to death by his wife.

🔸 I will update the tags with each chapter, hopefully I don't make an absolute mess of this. Please let me know if I do.

🔸 Shane is So Important to me, and even though his own creator will not address Certain Things about him, I will.

🔸 Shout out to Nora Sakavic's All for the Game, because you never forget your first love. The tattoo on my forearm is a testament to that.

🔸 I don't have a beta; if the writing and mistakes get too annoying feel free to volunteer for the job so you can slap me around on GDocs as much as you want. I will probably like it.

🔸 I will do my absolute best to keep to a weekly schedule; I already have Chapter 2 finished, I'm just playing with it.

🧚🏻‍♀️ Come talk to me on Threads  @shanesgingerale  ✨


  


      

  












      Chapter 2: like a time bomb in a storm
  


    Chapter Summary

    Here's a joke--Shane wakes up, and his life's on fire.

Funny, uh?

Wait, why aren't you laughing?



    Chapter Notes

      hi omg your hair looks great today??? I know I left last chapter on a terrible note but here's 10k of aftermath please don't kill me???

🌜 First of all, thank you SO MUCH for the amazing reception you gave this thingy. You have no idea how happy each comment, thread, DM, bookmark, kudo has made me. I'll do my best to kep this entertaining and worth sticking around for 🩷
🌜 A lovely commenter made me realize I immediately messed up my own timeline in Chapter 1. I keep forgetting Shane and Ilya are 1991 babies and not 1990 like me so I said we're in 2015 when instead we're in 2016. I've already edited out the mistake, but if you happen to notice the time skip here… just know it's due to me being a clown more than the fic having a proper time skip lol. Thank you Liebling13 for immediately sniping my bullshit lol
🌜 Throughout the fic I play fast and loose with canon events and their timeline, so don't get too surprised if you see something and think "that did NOT happen in 2016". Except for, you know, the thing I just said I got wrong and didn't even realize.
🌜 Last but DEFINITELY not least, I am so, so happy to let you know there is now a wonderful Beta holding down the fort and making sure I'm actually writing something that makes sense. Thank you so much  Medley_Lover 🫶🏻🩷 Any remaining mistakes are mine because, as we've already established, I'm a clown.
🌜 Thank you to the lovely carraxxess for looking over DeepL's terrible Russian translations and making them better 👑✨

⚠️ I've updated the tags, but I'm saying it here as well; please note that there is a very brief mention of self-harm. This is NOT the direction I will be taking the fic in, but the mention is there anyway. It's in the part where Shane calls Hayden, so be careful if it's a potential trigger.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  He's walking around the woods, feet confident and purposeful on the mulchy ground. It rained last night. 
The yellow warblers are chirping, chasing each other, calls bouncing off the canopy of leaves above his head. He catalogues each tree as he keeps walking, deeper into the woods, so deep that the branches overhead twine and thicken to the point they start dimming the sunlight. It filters through in pale fingers, creating weird shapes on the ground.
He keeps walking, until he realizes the birds have stopped singing. He was alone before, but now he feels lonely too. 
It's a full second between that realization and the sinking. Molasses-slow, and then all at once. 
Free falling. 
The earth around him starts to compress against his skin, dirt packing tight against his feet, legs, arms, fingers trying to dig in, scrambling for purchase. Lungs trying to take in air, instead taking in only wet mulch and worms and roots, knots of wood like snakes slithering down his throat, wrapping around his trachea, a cruel vice that tightens and tightens as it breaches his bronchi, floods the alveoli and suffocates him, slowly but surely, as his body is powerless to do anything but suffer the agony of a slow death, dirt in his eyes, in his nose, compacting around him until he's nothing but food for maggots and scavenger beetles. 
200 pounds of muscles rendered completely useless. Mere decorations he adorned his body with in life, the strength he’d worn so proudly now softening into rot, sinking back into the earth in wet strands for roots and insects to strip clean. 
One of his fingers stretches minutely, scraping at the compact wall of dirt that's encasing him. A fossil in the making. Something unearthed a thousand years from now by strangers who will speculate about his life without ever knowing who he was.
A hockey player with a Stanley Cup, a Gold medalist, an award winning professional athlete–none of it mattering to the archaeologist in the future because there is no evidence of those achievements here with him in his tomb, none of it has followed him into the earth. 
Only bone. Only roots. Only dirt.
His finger keeps scratching, some blind animal instinct still trying to claw its way free despite the certainty that there is no escape.
He is dying. Here. In the dirt. 
Beetles skitter across his skin now. Into his ears. His nostrils. Along the roots holding his mouth open like hooked fingers.
In a thousand years, no one will know his name.
So dies Shane Hollander, not with a bang but a whimper.
And then, he wakes up.
 —
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The first thing that happens is this; Shane wakes up, and he has 30 missed calls but only three texts. 
Actually, back up. 
Technically, the first thing that happens is this; Shane wakes up less because of his alarm and more because of his nightmare. In its aftermath, eyes snapping open and hands clawing against his throat–his first instinct is always to struggle–the ringing in his ears finally lets up enough that he can hear again.
The sounds of his surroundings start trickling back into his consciousness.
Shane feels like he's been cut open, emptied and refilled with rocks. 
He hadn't had that nightmare in a long while, and was all the happier for it. 
He draws his knees to his chest, bending so his forehead touches his kneecaps, rubs against them and closes his eyes, forcing himself to breathe.
Against all odds, the sound of the incessant rain that’s been covering Montreal in cold sleets for the past two days calms him down.
The rhythmic sound of drops hitting every surface settles the feeling of wrongness in his bones to the point where he almost lets himself be lulled back to sleep. It's 5 a.m. though, and he has to get up and start his routine, so he shakes off the tiredness instead.
The second thing that happens, just then, is that he picks up his phone. 
One text is from his nutritionist, confirming their regular Friday appointment. Nothing too unusual there. 
The second text, however, is from his parents, who are letting him know that for some reason they're abruptly ending their vacation in Osaka and "Flying over, be there soon. We love you,” and it's enough to dial the panic all the way back up.
If he were any less self-aware, he might think something had happened to his parents, bad enough that they wanted to tell him in person. But Shane’s the one with the thirty missed calls at five in the morning, and more importantly, the one with the text from Farah:
If you don’t pick up your goddamned phone in the next thirty minutes I’m signing you up for a Calvin Klein commercial, I swear to God Shane.
She wouldn’t. Probably. But he understands the gravity of the situation anyway.
The thing is, only 12 of those 30 calls are from Farah. The others are from Hayden (in this day and age his best friend knows better than to try and reach Shane after 9 p.m. on a weekday, but he’s tried to call 4 times since 10 p.m. last night), one from Jackie, and… thirteen from Lily. 
Thirteen, one-three. 
Lily never calls without texting first and, more importantly, doesn’t call unless it's for sex. One of the last shreds of pretense they're still keeping up with. 
There's no texts this time.
Just 13 calls, grouped together in small clusters that span throughout the night, and stop at 4:45 a.m.
Maybe Lily was drunk. Maybe horny. Maybe bored. Maybe all of the above. But Rozanov didn’t cold call Hollander thirteen times in one night, and he definitely didn’t start at 10 p.m.
Shane takes mental stock of the worst-case scenario; despite the somber tone of everyone’s messages, no one seems to have died, no one's hurt, injured or otherwise maimed, as if that were the case Farah would have sent someone from her team over to Shane's condo. 
And Lily has called him thirteen times without texting, not even a miserable ‘What are you wearing?’ and that more than anything else is what cinches it.
Eliminating all the other possibilities only leaves one thing: media circus. 
And he knows, he knows in his goddamned bones that it can only be one thing, one thing about him that would make Hayden and Rozanov call him like that, that would make his agent react like that. There really isn’t much to Shane Hollander that would bring out that kind of response in people.
Except one thing.
But that’s not possible.
Is it? 
How would that even happen? No one knows - no one knows for sure, except his best friend and Rozanov, and Shane is pretty sure that neither man would ever even entertain the idea of setting Shane's life on fire on a random Wednesday. 
And even if they did, if for whatever reason they did decide to take a match to his soul and set it ablaze for the world to see, there would be no concrete proof for them to use. There would only be hearsay, speculation, and speculation is unpleasant, yes, but relatively easy to control. He's been doing that for years. 
Indisputable proof, the absolute truth at his core, only lives in the dark, with the rest of Shane. 
His fingers fly to the Google icon quickly, typing out his name and then clicking over to the News tab. The most recent results are from Tuesday evening, 6-8 hours ago, a timeline that makes perfect sense considering that’s about the time when he’d put his phone on DND and crawled under the sheets to read The Crazy Game before falling asleep to the sound of rain. 
Every headline confirms what he already knows, but knowing it and seeing it are two different things entirely.
It stings that it's the Montreal Gazette that broke the story. He's been giving them exclusives for years, and they didn't even attempt a courtesy call before going to print with an evening scoop more suited to a tabloid than a respectable publication.
Business is business, he guesses. There’s no kindness in hockey, and even less in journalism; they're all just walking through a minefield, and Shane's stepped onto the wrong patch of ice. 
So dies Shane Hollander, not with a whimper but a bang.
He clicks the article before he can stop himself, memorizes the journalist’s name automatically, like it matters to know the name of the person who sold your soul to the devil. 
The first paragraph makes his stomach drop. By the third, he’s rolling onto his side and vomiting onto the floor beside the bed.
And that’s how he finds out that, against all odds, there is concrete proof. 
 
— 
 
That was a lie, by the way. 
The one about how they never called each other, unless it was for sex. 
Technically, it had been true for years–up until New Year's, when Rozanov had called him out of the blue. 
For the first time since he could remember, Shane was alone on December 31st. 
His parents had stolen away for an impromptu vacation, Hayden and Jackie were stuck at home as both twins had gotten sick with chickenpox, and JJ had cancelled his own party to fly to Bali with a woman he'd met recently. 
There was no way he was going clubbing–even though Miitka did ask after JJ had let them know of his new plans–so Shane was now alone, blissfully sprawled on his couch with ginger ale and a charcuterie board he'd spent half an hour assembling, making sure the pickled daikon, cucumber, and burdock root were fanned out prettily, the black sesame rice balls cut into neat wedges, and each bit of sweet potato, tofu, and roasted chestnuts was laid out in perfect position. He'd even allowed himself the absolute languid thrill of three Medjool dates, lined up on a smaller serving dish next to the brown rice crackers. 
It was a good night for Shane Hollander.
He had every intention of ignoring 2015 ticking into 2016 by savouring his food while marathoning a 4 part docuseries on the 1972 Summit Series he’d gotten as a Christmas present. 
He’d texted as much to Rozanov when the other had last checked in a few hours before to ask what Shane was wearing. 
So, the phone lighting up with Lily's name at 11:55 p.m. had made a jolt of intrigued electricity course through Shane's body.
He'd given himself only a handful of controlled seconds before picking up, half expecting Rozanov to say something like ‘wrong number,’ before hanging up. 
Instead, Rozanov had said “Hey.”
Like this was normal. 
“Um, hi,” had been Shane's eloquent response. 
They'd both been quiet for a couple of minutes then, Shane straining to catch and catalogue any sort of background noise or clue that would tell him what was happening in Boston. Judging by the loud music and cacophony of voices, Rozanov was in some sort of club. 
As midnight inched closer, and both of them stayed resolutely silent aside from their initial greetings, Shane heard someone on the other end shout ‘Dude, where are you going?’ and after a couple of seconds there was a sinister creak, a bang, the noise on Rozanov's end becoming muffled enough that Shane could finally hear something other than Uptown Funk.
He listened to the rumble of cars driving by, a few excited voices laughing as what he presumed was the door to the club creaked open and banged closed once more. Someone close by asked for a lighter. Shane heard the snap and flare of one, and was instantly transported to Saskatchewan, to the way Rozanov had looked at him. The way each word had sounded in his mouth as Rozanov chirped him for the first time.
Shane had felt so sure of the trajectory of his life, back then. 
He could hear the people at Rozanov's club starting to count down to zero, still plenty loud despite Rozanov being outside and the cluster of smokers nearby.
Three. Two. One. Happy New Year, he'd thought, unsure of how to keep this little thread alive between them, unwilling to break the silence just to realize he wasn't supposed to. 
Rozanov had waited a few long moments then, letting the silence stretch between them like toffee–thick, heavy, and sweet. 
And then Rozanov had broken the spell himself, saying ‘Happy New Year,’ and hanging up without waiting for Shane to say it back.
Shane had just stared at his phone in a daze then, wondering if he'd hallucinated the whole thing, but no, there it was, a call log for Lily - incoming - 11:55 p.m.
The other had never mentioned it again, so Shane had done the only sensible thing and gone on pretending that moment hadn't altered his brain chemistry forever. 
Pretending that handful of minutes between them hadn't singled out the Rozanov-shaped crack in his veneer with laser-like precision and wedged itself tightly in, just festering, allowing feelings to pour out in a steady trickle that Shane hadn't even really tried putting a stopper to.
It was just a phone call. Rozanov hadn't meant anything by it.
Right?
 
—
 
“...der? Hollander, are you there? Fucking answer me!”
Shane blinks back into himself. 
He's still in bed, but his phone is now pressed against his ear, and he could have sworn he just heard-
“Hollander I can hear you hyperventilate from here, mat' tvoyu—just fucking breathe okay, just breathe. You don't have to talk, just fucking breathe.”
“Rozanov,” he tries to say, but it comes out strangled.
“Thank fuck. I'm here, Hollander,” he says, and Rozanov's voice is immediately calmer, steady on the other end. “Breathe for me. One, two-”
-three, four, hold, Shane finishes in his head. 
He doesn't remember picking up the phone. Doesn't remember calling Lily. Doesn't really remember anything after reading the words ‘exclusive video’ and emptying his stomach on the floor. 
But somewhere between these two points in time, he must have rolled back on his side, faced the windows and the Montreal rain, and asked his phone to call Lily.
“Good, Hollander, that's good. More. One, two-”
He closes his eyes and keeps breathing.
Three, four.
Hold.
 
—
 
Here's something else that lives in the dark.
Ilya Rozanov has gentle hands. 
Not when he's checking Shane into the boards, not when he's slapshotting the puck into the net, not when he's pushing Shane's face into the mattress, not when he's grabbing Shane's hips and shoving him backwards to sink on his cock. 
After.
When Shane's lying on the comforter, boneless and exhausted, mind not really present, just drifting somewhere above it all, quiet and sated. 
Rozanov's hands are always gentle, then. 
He runs them through Shane's hair, down the slope of his back, over his hole, inside it, lazy strokes that light Shane up from within and make him feel like he's actually there, fully situated in his skin, seen and cared for.
Rozanov's hands are gentle then, almost reverent, and every touch feels like a prayer. 
 
—
 
“What did your agent say?”
He's still in bed, but has managed to uncurl from the fetal position and is now resting against the headboard. 
“I don't know, I haven't called her back.”
Shane's looking at his hands, at the tremor that goes through them. Realistically speaking, he knows those are his hands, but they don't feel like they belong to him. 
Are these the same hands that he had yesterday, when he was still in the before? They don't feel the same. Maybe they look the same, but they don't feel the same.
Rozanov makes a noise on the other side of the line. “Your mom, then?”
His mom. 
Fuck.
Shane's parents went on vacation to Japan only once a year for their anniversary, and Shane had ruined it for them, maybe forever, because now every anniversary of Yuna and David Hollander was going to be a reminder of the one where Shane's life had blown up to pieces, and he will always be 24 with his parents jumping on a plane to Montreal because Shane was gay. 
Fuck.
“None of that, Hollander. I hear you breathing. Stop.”
A strangled noise forces its way out of Shane's throat. “Stop breathing?”
Rozanov mutters something in frustrated Russian, away from the phone, and it feels so familiar that Shane experiences a jarring moment of normalcy before the truth comes crashing back in. 
“Not stop breathing, stop breathing like that. No panic. Breathe normal.”
“You mean breathe like I didn't force my parents to drop what they were doing and fly 13 to 15 hours from Japan to Canada?”
There's definitely something wrong with his hands. They don't even look like his hands at all. Was that mole always there? If it was, Shane's sure he'd have seen a dermatologist about it by now, but he hasn't. So the mole is new. Because these are not his hands.
“... yes. Like that. What did they say?”
“I don't know. I haven't talked to them.”
Your mom said they love you in their text, a voice inside him points out. You haven't earned it, but they said they love you. You've ruined their lives too, you know that right? What are people gonna say to them now? At work? Your mom's managing other players now, what if they think she can't be trusted because of this mess you made?
Then breathe, Shane thinks, at the same time as Rozanov says “That's good. Good breath. Give me one more.”
He complies, but that doesn't change the fact that Shane has ruined his parents’ lives, and that his hands are not his own anymore.
“Do I have a mole on my left hand?” 
Rozanov makes a questioning noise, “What?”
“On, like, my thumb. At the base. Do I have a mole there? Pretty big.” 
“I'm not sure. Why?”
That proves it, right? Wrong hands. 
“These aren't my hands.”
A beat of perplexed silence, then: “What?”
Shane is getting annoyed now. “I said these are not my hands. They don't look like my hands. I don't have that mole. You said I don't.”
“I said I'm not su-”
“You’ve probably seen my hands up close more than anyone else, Rozanov. If you don't know then it means there's no mole and it means these are not my hands.”
Rozanov takes a deep breath. Shane mirrors it automatically, still looking at the offending mark on his skin. 
If those are not his hands, and hands are connected to the rest of the human body through tendons and skin over bones, does it mean that's not his skin anymore either?
“Send me picture then.”
Shane trips over his thoughts as the train derails. “A picture? Of what?”
“The hands you have. Show me. I will tell you if they're yours.”
“You will?” 
The words click in his throat as he swallows around the incoming tightness. He doesn't know why, but now he feels like crying. 
As if the thought alone was enough, his eyes well up with tears.
“Yes. Come on, picture.”
Shane snaps a photo of his left hand and wrist, and waits.
“As always, you are wrong,” Rozanov says. “That is yours, I know it.”
Shane uses someone else's hands to dry his eyes roughly, and circles back to being frustrated. “It's not mine. Don't patronize me.”
“No, look. You have a scar near your pinky. It goes around your finger, yes? I always feel it when you jerk me off. Look. It's in the picture.” 
Oh, Shane thinks. Yeah, there it is. It does wrap around his pinky in a jagged line, raised and angry enough that Rozanov probably wasn't exaggerating about being able to feel it on his cock. 
“And your middle finger is crooked. See?”
He'd broken it during summer camp, when he'd gotten lost in the woods, and it never set properly. 
“Mh, you do have mole there. I will pay more attention next time, but this is your hand.”
The hand in question is full-on shaking now, Shane turning it over repeatedly to stare at his palm, at his knuckles, at his finger pads, at his nails. 
“Okay,” he says eventually. “Okay, thanks for checking.” 
“Yes.”
Shane presses his hand against his thigh to stop the shaking.
 
—
 
“...all asleep?” 
Shane blinks back into himself. 
“Hollander?” it's soft, said with a care Shane doesn't feel like he deserves right now. 
“I'm here,” he rasps out.
His head hurts. It feels like hot needles clustered right behind his left eye, pushing and twisting and scraping. 
He's suddenly aware he has been crying–his waterline is still wet; tear tracks pull tight on his cheeks.
“Okay. Did you eat breakfast?”
Shane huffs, sinking back into the pillows and curling up tight, eyes closed against the grey of the rainy Montreal sky. “I’m not hungry.”
“Is not what I asked.” Rozanov says, unimpressed.
It's almost 7 a.m. now, and instead of getting ready to leave for Brossard, Shane's still in bed. 
The longer he thinks about it, the shallower his breathing gets. His teammates. His coach. 
Fuck.
The words tumble out before Shane can even think about stopping them. “I'm scared.”
Rozanov makes a noise, “Breakfast is not scary, is the most important meal of the day.” 
Unbidden, with no care for his current predicament, his lips curl up in a smile. “I have practice later and I'm scared,” he tries again. The words swish around in his mouth like he's trying them out for the first time. 
“Okay,” Rozanov says, not unkindly. “But you have to get there, yes? You have to get out of bed, eat, call your people. Is scary, but I know you are brave.”
“I wish you were here.” 
It's another half formed, unfiltered thought that his brain is too slow to catch and reel back in before it's released into reality, and it makes Rozanov start with a sharp intake of breath.
Shane wants to walk it back. Doesn't know how.
It hangs in the air between Montreal and Boston, in the 492 km between Quebec and Massachusetts, directions that Shane keeps memorized on his phone just in case, but never uses. 
Autoroute 10 E to 35 S to I 89 S to I 93 S. Border cross. Three tolls. 4 hours and 55 minutes on a good day. 
“Yes,” Rozanov whispers. “Me too.”
The Venn diagram of the things they say and the things they want is practically two circles just existing in each other's periphery–until it isn't.
Shane looks out the window at the rain, and doesn't say anything.
 
—
 
It takes a while longer, but in the end Shane makes it out of bed, cleans the vomit off the floor, showers, and sits at his kitchen island, phone in hand.
Watches the video.
Tries not to panic again, thinks of Rozanov asking for a picture of his hands, ends up crying instead. 
After the fourth rewatch, he feels flayed open enough he knows he’s ready to start stitching the seams back up.
He calls Farah first.
 
—
 
The image is cropped close so that Shane and Hayden take up most of the screen, their surroundings blurred through editing.
In the grainy semi dark of the video, you can see the rocking chair, Hayden kneeling next to him.  
You can see the moment that had been such a revelation for him. You can read it on his face. 
“You know,” the Shane in the video says.
“I know, but you don’t have to say it if you don’t wa-”
“I’m gay,” his mirror says, sealing their fate. “Pretty sure at least.”
That's when he’d started to spiral, and in the video you can see that too.
“I thought,” he stammers, “I thought I could like both, but I… really don't think I can…?”
His mirror starts crying as Hayden grabs at him until Shane is also on his knees, half in Hayden's lap.
“Hey, hey, Shane. It’s okay, it’s all good.” 
Video Shane’s response is murmured straight into Hayden's shoulder, making the words unintelligible.
Hayden cradles his head, rocks them back and forth.
It had felt so precious. 
A kindness between the two of them, that Shane had gasped grateful lungfuls of, and tasted on his tongue as if it was honey. 
It looks wrong, now that it belongs to everyone else too. 
“Hey hey, hey buddy. It's okay. I love you too, you know?”
Shane's arms make a desperate grab for Hayden's shoulders. 
The video ends. 
 
—
 
Over video call, Farah is supportive, but less than thrilled about getting blindsided by the truth along with everyone else. 
“Trust me when I say I completely understand your reasons for secrecy, and I firmly believe you are entitled to your privacy, but… Shane, this is what you hired me for. If I don't know what to expect, I can't protect you, I can only react.”
His first instinct is to apologize, but the truth is he's not sorry. 
He's a hockey player. The only version of him that matters is the one on the ice. Anything else doesn’t belong on a stats sheet.
They hold each other's gaze for a beat longer, and when it's clear Shane won't voice his opinion on the matter, she gets to the meat of the conversation quickly.
Farah tells him she spoke with the Voyageurs’ PR team the night before. They’ve categorically vetoed any interview or social media post confirming or denying the truth of the video.
Shane isn’t sure what there is to deny. The words were spoken so plainly a child would understand them.
“They think you might want to release a statement about your sexuality,” she clarifies, catching his confusion.
“Hasn’t someone else already done it for me?” 
Farah's answering smile is sad, and Shane hates the pity in it.
“Yes, and that’s the point. I know you haven’t looked online–frankly I’d suggest you keep it that way for now, but there are a lot of people calling for the reporter’s resignation, and for the Editor-in-Chief of the Gazette to step down as well.”
Unsurprisingly, it’s not a comfort. 
“A lot of people are talking about ethics, journalistic integrity, and lack of safety for individuals marginalized groups, especially high profile ones.” She smiles again, albeit tighter this time. "Right now the league is trying to figure out what their official position is. If you speak first, they'll be reacting to you instead of controlling the conversation, and they can't afford that.
The Marchant mess is still making headlines. Now they've got a Stanley Cup-winning captain at the center of another privacy scandal.”
Farah shrugs. “Bad week to be the Commissioner, uh.”
The thing is, Shane is fine with radio silence.
He doesn’t want a statement. Doesn’t want to address the violation. Doesn’t want to put words how exposed he feels—like every nerve ending is scraped raw and buzzing under his skin. 
Drawn and quartered for everyone's morbidly voyeuristic pleasure. 
The idea of an interview, or even posting anything at all, makes his skin crawl.
What’s the point anyway? People already know he’s gay. There’s nothing left to clarify, nothing left to defend—just him, left scrambling for footing while everyone else watches from solid ground.
There’s a fear he has. One he doesn’t let himself think about, because if he does, it means something already went wrong in a way he can’t undo.
And maybe it already has.
A part of him—the same part still clawing for purchase at the edge of the cliff—tries to insist it can be fixed anyway.
Shane doesn’t believe it.
He looks straight at it anyway, whatever’s left of his nerve endings forcing him through it, and says, flatly:
“Farah… What's gonna happen to me? On the team?”
She rubs the bridge of her nose, sighing. “I know we made sure to add an NTC to your contract, Shane, but I would be doing you a disservice if I didn’t tell you to prepare for anything.”
The words register only on a rational level. Emotion comes a second later—and it hits him straight in the solar plexus.
“It’s almost April,” she continues, “and you’ve been having an exceptional season. You’ve given the Voyageurs a real chance at a back-to-back Cup, but—”
The rest doesn’t need finishing. 
He supplies it anyway:
You’ve been outed. There’s a scandal, and you're at the centre of it. You're generating the wrong kind of press. Marchant was traded for less.
“In any case,” Farah says, steady again, “I’ve set up a meeting with us and the Voyageurs’ PR team for tomorrow morning.”
“Tomorrow? Is that a good or a bad thing?”
Farah pauses, visibly searching for an answer that will not completely annihilate any remaining sense of hope left at the bottom of Shane’s soul. 
“It’s not bad per se, because PR being involved makes me inclined to think they’re looking at damage control strategies right now, but meeting today would have been better, given the time-sensitivity of the situation.” 
“I see.” He doesn’t, not really, but says it anyway.
“If it’s of any consolation, the majority of your biggest sponsors have reached out to offer their support.” 
What about the ones that haven’t? he thinks. My mom has wasted years of her life making sure people would look at me and see a safe investment with great return–so which brands are not emailing you now to say they’re happy I’m gay, because now I’m not only a race hire but also a sexuality one?    
Shane doesn’t say that either, but knows that the list of things he's lost in the fire just keeps growing.
He lets another piece of himself break off and fall away quietly.
“I haven’t spoken with Calvin Klein, by the way,” she goes on. “But, Shane, if you don’t add me to your DND exceptions list, I am going to sign you up for every single Pride themed campaign request I’ve got sitting in my inbox right now.”
The laughter is forcibly dragged out of him with claws, and it hurts scraping all the way up his throat, sounds all wrong. 
“Yeah,” he says. “Yeah, okay. Thanks, Farah, I will.” 
 
—
 
Shane feels light years removed from his routine. 
He stares at the open fridge—pre and post-workout meals stacked between eggs and an oat milk carton, all labeled, all untouched.
He grabs a clementine instead, and closes the fridge.
 
—
 
The training facility is uncharacteristically quiet. 
He'd normally be able to see players and staff weaving in and out of rooms, hear the noise of weights being racked, colleagues laughing in the lounge. 
The atmosphere is subdued instead, only a few people milling about, an electrician tinkering around with one of the neon panels on the ceiling. 
Shane nods at him in greeting as he walks past on his way to the dressing room. 
“Hollander,” a voice calls instead from an open door to his right. 
Shane freezes like a deer in headlights, shoulders raising to his ears instinctively. 
He counts his breaths as he walks to Theriault’s office and sits in a chair.
“Good morning, coach.”
This is one thing he hadn't had time to think about yet, not really. How every single interaction in the aftermath was going to feel like ripping a band-aid off, what with all the ugly cracks of himself showing plainly on his controlled exterior for everyone to see. 
This man has seen you cry in your best friend's arms as he held you like a baby, he thinks, and keeps his gaze downcast.
“Have we been good to you?”
Shane frowns, looking briefly at Theriault and immediately losing the staring context.
“Sorry?”
“The team,” he says, irritation plain in his voice. “We have been good to you, haven't we?”
“Yes, coach.”
Theriault makes a satisfied noise. “Yes, we have. We drafted you, trained you for years, made you into a captain, into a star. We gave you a Cup.”
Shane manages to bite back the bark of hysterical laughter that's bubbling up his throat. 
It's funny, but he could have sworn it had been him giving the team a cup. 
“So explain to me why I wake up to the Montreal Gazette informing me you're queer.”
It's delivered with such a dispassionate tone, that Shane can't help but feel small and pitiful in contrast. 
He swallows, clears his throat. “I'm sorry, coach.”
What else is he supposed to say? What else is there to say?
“You better be,” Theriault says, and snorts derisively. “Now instead of a star center I've got a pansy ass captain on my hands, and a matchup against Carolina tomorrow.”
There is nothing he could say that would make this better, but he tries, like always. 
“I'm really sorry, coach.” he says it again, as if it's gonna make a difference. “This won't affect my game, I'll make sure to lead the team to victory tomorrow, coach."
He's pretty sure he's lying–at least partially. He will lead Montreal to victory, but there's no way his game won't be affected in the process.  
Shane doesn't want to think about what it will be like, to stare down the Reapers’ starting center at the dot, look into his eyes with all the confidence of someone whose heart has been ripped out of his chest and stitched on his jersey for everyone to point at and laugh.
Theriault's next words douse him in kerosene.
“You will do nothing. Boiziau will ‘lead the team to victory,’ as you so eloquently put it.” 
Shane looks at his coach now, and doesn't recognize what he sees. He holds the other's stare, searching a face he thought he knew for a scrap of understanding.
Theriault is holding a lit match in his hands, and they both know it. 
Shane is still looking at him when the other says, “You are a healthy scratch for the game. You won't be there.”
White-hot shame washes over him in waves as tears well up in his eyes. He looks away, but knows Theriault has seen them. 
“Yes, coach.”
He's a wounded animal, one limb trapped in a bear trap, and if he thought chewing off his own leg would help, Shane would do it. 
“Go home, Hollander. I don't want to see you at practice later. Management will decide what to do with you tomorrow.”
Shane nods, getting up from the chair just as Theriault deals him a parting blow. 
“Let's be clear about one thing, though. If it was for me, you'd already be on your way to an early retirement.”
Shane swallows around the knot in his throat. “I understand, coach.”
Theriault dismisses him with a wave of his hand.
 
—
 
He probably shouldn't be driving in this state, hands shaking and head spinning, but the thought of spending another second at the sports center is an impossibility.
Had he ever felt like this before? Safer leaving the ice rather than moving towards it?
Stupid, stupid, stupid, stupid, this is all your fault, you did all this. fucking. stupid. 
Shane drives.




—
 
If there is one universally acknowledged truth about Shane Hollander, it's this; he's never at home in his body, unless he's on the ice. 
Grounded on flat pavement, Shane feels clumsy and artless, lumbering through in a body that feels like it was built for someone else.
But on the ice–on the ice he's free.




—
 
His fucking hands still don't feel right.
He knows they're his; Rozanov had made it clear, had listed each reason why, so Shane knows those are his. 
They just feel fucking wrong.
He runs Rozanov's list back in his head, and watches another car drive past. 
He’d driven to the Pikes’ straight from the training facility, but had found the house empty.
For a brief, panicked moment, Shane had thought Hayden was gone, had packed up and just left–but his SUV was still there, parked outside the garage, which meant Jackie’s minivan was somewhere else, presumably with both Jackie and Hayden. 
He’s been sitting in his car in their driveway ever since, watching his fingers curl and uncurl around the steering wheel, processing the alien way in which they move, and cataloguing over and over again all the details that made them his.
He has the distinct feeling his respiratory system is on the verge of collapse, and if he stops regulating his breathing, if he stops counting, the whole house of cards is going to cave in on itself. 
He can't stop staring at his hands, and hates himself for it. 
He grabs his phone, and checks the message thread with Lily, compares the picture he'd sent this morning with the truth of the hand on the steering wheel. They're the same.
He has the sudden urge to text Rozanov then, wants to ask ‘What are you wearing?’, wants to cling to that one miniscule shred of normalcy. 
But what would he say back?
I’m wearing my gym clothes, but I was sent home to think about my sins instead, and he can't say that, not when Rozanov has already spent over an hour this morning just sitting there and talking him through his panic.
He takes a deep breath, and calls Hayden instead.  
The other picks up after a long while, when Shane's already secure in the knowledge that Hayden hates him now, doesn't want to talk to him, that his best friend is yet another thing he will never get back. 
“Shane,” comes the breathless answer on the other end of the line. It sounds like Hayden is in the middle of a schoolyard. “Hold on a second, let me go somewhere private–okay, I’m here,” Hayd says. “How are you? I know it’s a stupid question, but… yeah.” 
“I’m okay,” he lies. 
“Right, because that's totally believable.”
He shrugs, even though Hayden can't see him. “I’m sitting in your driveway.”
“Oh,” he says, “we’re at my in-laws, sorry about that. Jackie… she needed the support.” 
His throat clicks, “Oh.” 
The silence is loud, but Shane doesn't know how to fill it without splitting open at the seams again.
“I tried to call last night. I know you sleep early, but I tried.” 
Shane closes his eyes, thuds his head against the headrest. “Yeah. I know. Sorry, I will add you to the DND exceptions list. Adding a lot of people to it today.” 
“Yeah?” 
“Mh.” a pause. “I was just at CN Complex, and Theriault–”
“Wait, you went there? But practice has been pushed back.” 
Despite clearing up why no one had been there, knowing he was purposefully left out of the loop only makes him feel worse. 
“I wasn't told.”



Hayden inhales sharply. “Shane…” 
He pushes the next words out before Hayden can end the sentence. “Theriault said I'm a healthy scratch for tomorrow.” 
“Yeah. Me too.”
He frowns. “You too? Why?” 
“What do you mean, why?” Hayden sounds surprised. 
“You didn’t do anything wrong, why w-”
“Neither did you, Shane.” 
He ignores the weight of the words, choosing instead to barrel through. “Why would he do that? Just because I came out to you?” 
Another pause. “You really don’t know?” 
Shane’s annoyed now, balls his fingers into a fist and resists the urge of slamming it into his forehead. 
He can't catch a fucking break, he needs to breathe but the day won't let him, and he's so close to just driving his car into the Saint Lawrence and be done with it.
“No, Hayd, I really don’t.”
Hayden clears his throat. “Shane, did you watch it?” 
“You mean did I watch the video of me coming out to you, recorded with whatever the fuck video equipment nonsense was in Comeau’s nursery? Yeah, yeah I fucking watched it. Once or twice.” 
“I think it was a nanny cam,” Hayden says like a non sequitur. “I didn’t see a camera, or a baby monitor. I would have told you otherwise.”
“Okay,” he says, and suddenly feels like the stupidest person in the world.
Not once, not a single fucking second he'd been there, crying on Hayden’s shoulder, he’d thought there might be cameras inside the room. He hadn’t even looked around the nursery after spotting the rocking chair. 
“Shane, if you watched it… what did you think of it?” 
“The cinematography was a bit shoddy.”
Hayden’s chuckle sounds desperate. “That’s not what I meant?”
“No shit, Hayd. What did you mean?” 
Shane is so tired and annoyed, and he just keeps not understanding whatever subtext Hayden is coaxing him towards, and he tries, he tries so hard, all he does is try, try at being a good role model but also just a regular guy, try at being diverse but also marketable, try at being the best at hockey but humble, and he’s spread too thin, he can’t focus anymore, he’s tired of even trying.
“Shane–I said I love you, man.” A pause. “In the video.” 
“Okay,” he says again. Feels like a broken record.
“No, I mean–people think we’re in love.” 
The record scratches to a halt. 
“Fucking what,” he deadpans.
Hayden laughs, but it’s brittle. “I understand the idea of two gay players in the league having an affair might seem foreign to you, but that’s what they think we’re doing.”
Shane’s heart is in his throat. “What do you mean two gay players in the league…?”
“I mean, there can’t be just you, buddy. I know you are always on top of the world with no one else there beside you, but, like, statistically, there’s gotta be at least another closeted player.” 
I’m wearing my heart on my fucking sleeve, he thinks in blind panic. 
His heart skips a beat at the thought of another closeted player he knows very well. Right now I’m wearing yours too, and I hope I don't fuck this up.
“Right,” he says again, taking another step along the tightrope. “Yeah, I–I can understand that. I don’t know of any others, by the way. Before you ask.” 
“Okay,” placating. “But anyway, people think the two of us are fucking. There’s like. A lot of people who’ve been talking about Shayden for years. And now they feel validated, you know?” 
What the fuck is Shayden, he thinks, but he knows, he knows. He has been a living person during the height of Bennifer and Brangelina, inescapable even for someone whose center of gravity revolves around hockey, so he’s no stranger to portmanteaus. Fucking Shayden.
The next thought decks him in the face with the strength of a puck shot at 170 mph. 
What would you and I be? he thinks; Rozander? Shilya? then shakes away the thought.
There's no way people think Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov are fucking–Shayden is way more plausible than whatever portmanteau could ever exist for them.
Shane doesn't know how he feels about that. 
He clears his throat. “Do they know that us having an affair means you’d be cheating on your wife?” 
“That… ah, that’s the… they think Jackie’s my beard.” Hayden's tone has completely sobered up now. 
“Oh. You said–you said she needed support. Earlier, you said.”
“Yeah. People started saying vile shit on her socials.” He takes a shaky breath. “She had to private Instagram because people were commenting on pictures of the kids, saying… questioning their paternity.”
He has the good sense to mute his microphone just then. 
If he had any food in him other than the one clementine from earlier, Shane knows he’d be throwing it up. As it is, his stomach does its best effort at lurching out of his throat in dry heaves. 
He rests his head on the steering wheel, feels his eyes burn from the tears that are forming at his waterline. 
That’s another life you’ve ruined, he thinks. She’s never been anything but kind to you. You’re godfather to her children, and now you’ve ruined them too. 
“Shane? Buddy?” 
He takes a deep breath, tapping back on the microphone icon with shaky fingers. 
They’re his fingers, he knows that, but right now they feel like steel rods someone has crudely bent and shaped into an approximation of claws. 
They look monstrous. 
“Hayden–Hayd, I’m so sorry. I’m really so sorry, I don’t know how to fix this for you, I'm s-”
“Stop.” 
He does, because if anything he’s always been very good at following orders in hope of being good enough for someone else to take notice.
“I’m sorry,” he says again, just to walk the thought in a different direction. 
“If you say you’re sorry one more time I’m driving back and shaking some sense into you.” 
He doesn’t say anything, but uses his monstrous claws to wipe the snot from his face. 
“You didn’t do this, Shane. You didn’t do anything. You don’t have to fix anything, you didn’t break anything.” 
“But Jackie…”
“She’ll be fine. We’ll be fine. It was just scary to see those comments on her personal Instagram, not the WAG one. So we decided to take the kids with us and drive to Jackie's mom’s instead.”
Shane takes a steadying breath. “How are Jade and Ruby?” 
“Are you kidding me? They got to skip school, they’re the happiest I’ve ever seen them in my life.”
Shane huffs out a small laugh, wiping his hands on his track pants. “Good. And baby Arthur?”
“He’s good too. He told me to tell you goo goo ga ga.” 
His heart constricts in his chest, and Shane has to press the heel of his hand against his sternum to soothe the feeling. “Tell him I said goo goo ga ga back.” 
“Will do, buddy.”
They sit in silence for a while as Shane tries to process everything that's happened to him since waking up, but it's a pipe dream.
His head is so full that he has to actively refocus on Hayden when the other starts speaking again.
“Buddy, I’m sorry but I have to go, I don’t want to leave Jackie alone with her mom for too long, she was trying to get Jackie to teach her how to use Snapchat and I don’t want my wife to go to prison for matricide.” 
“Wow, big word,” he jokes.
“Yeah, yeah, fuck you too, Hollander. Later tonight, according to my very busy Ashley Madison calendar. Same sketchy alley, same time?” 
Shane snorts. “A sketchy alley? I'm the love of your life, not some twink you picked up in a club at 2 in the morning. We're getting a hotel room somewhere and stealing a couple of hours to ourselves to have desperate, mind-bending sex, like all respectable closeted hockey players.” 
He slaps a hand on his mouth immediately, eyes widening with the instinctive panic of someone who's just said a little too much.
On the other end of the line, Hayden's laughing.
“Okay, okay, talk later dude. Hey,” he says, as an afterthought. “You know it will be alright, right? I know it sucks right now but you’ll come out on top, I know it.” 
Shane doesn’t, but chooses to say nothing instead. 
 
— 
 
There is an elephant in the room. 
The room is, specifically, a nursery. Gilbert Comeau's nursery. Where–Hayden was probably right–he kept what had to be a nanny cam, judging by the angle of the shot and the very little he remembers about the layout.
A shelf sat opposite the bed and rocking chair. Books. A framed photo of Elyse Comeau, smiling and pregnant. Stuffed toys lined up with careful, patient symmetry, all of them staring.
It had been a nanny cam. That made sense.
What didn’t make sense was how the footage had been cut, edited, and leaked to the Montreal Gazette. It wasn’t like the teddy bear could have done it itself.
A brown bear in a Voyageurs toque and jersey had watched from the shelf, as if it had been there for a reason. 
But the bear was a toy. 
The elephant stares back at him.
 
—
 
When he gets home, it's close to 8 p.m., and Shane is so exhausted he briefly entertains the idea of skipping everything–yoga, shower, reading–and just collapsing into sleep.
After talking to Hayden he'd spent about an hour driving aimlessly before finding himself near Parc Angrignon. From there, it had been an easy decision to leave his car and head into the southwest wooded section of the park, sunglasses on despite the steady rain and his Voyageurs windbreaker worn inside out to try and reduce the chances of being recognized. 
Shane had spent the rest of the day walking along the swampy trails, sitting on mossy rocks and letting his mind rearrange itself in the quiet of the woodland.
He hadn't quite managed.
Shane drops his training bag at the bottom of the stairs and walks to the fridge for something to drink. He bypasses all his prepped meals and makes for a ginger ale, but stops just short of the closest can. 
If he has a ginger ale now, there's no guarantee the action won't forever be tarnished by the events of the day. He doesn't want to spend the rest of his life thinking of today every time he reaches for his favorite drink, so he grabs one of the 7-Ups he keeps in the fridge for guests. No one ever drinks those, so he's probably safe.
Shane cracks the can open, and leans against the counter. 
There’s an open gash inside of him. 
It used to be a crack–small, unassuming–but it has been spreading for a long time. It runs from his throat to just below his navel, and up until this morning he thought he’d been pretty good at keeping it stitched shut.
Right now, in the dim light of his kitchen, he realizes glue-stick fixes and spit were never doing much at all. There’s an open wound in his chest, and everything feels like it’s spilling out.
It had tried to scab over during the day, but Shane is good at picking at himself until there’s nothing left to hold together.
He’d been on the way to practice, and thought of thirteen calls on his phone. He’d been walking into Theriault’s office, and part of his brain was meticulously going over Rozanov describing Shane’s own hands back to him. He’d sat in his car in Hayden’s driveway, thinking, 492 km to Boston; what if instead of driving my car into the Saint Lawrence I drive it down Autoroute 10, all the way across the border? How fast can I get there?
And–just yesterday–Shane would have said he was very good at many things–mostly hockey, mostly holding himself together in the dark so nothing showed.
Today, he's not sure he's ever been good at either of those things. 
So he texts Lily. 
Rozanov calls him twenty-five seconds later. Shane counted them. 
“What you mean healthy scratch?” 
He says in lieu of a greeting, sounding so offended by the mere idea of Shane not being allowed to play.
Shane is just bone tired from the stress of the day, completely void of anything that is not an unequivocal need for closeness, for someone to hold him in the palm of their hand, pick up the weight of it all, and carry it for him, even if just for a bit.
Whatever composure was left in him breaks.
“Please, can you come over?” he says. 
Rozanov goes completely silent on the other end, so quiet that Shane feels compelled to check the phone for a second to make sure the call is still connected, and then thinks, fuck, what the fuck did I just say to him? 
Before Shane can take it back, his doorbell rings, making him jump. Someone immediately starts knocking at his door. 
“Who’s that?” Rozanov says. His voice sounds thin.
Shane checks the doorbell camera and immediately panics. “I gotta go,” he says, and hangs up, already opening the door.
Hayden storms past him into the apartment without taking off his shoes, and Shane has to bite his tongue to stop himself from reminding him to do so, but Hayden’s already in the kitchen anyway, so it’s too late now. He'll have to mop the floors tomorrow instead of waiting for Sunday.
Not like he has anything to do anyway, now that hockey’s off the table. 
Hayden rakes a hand through his hair, jaw flexing as he looks around searching for the words. 
“I’ve been thinking,” he starts, slow and purposeful. “I’ve been thinking that I might be dumb as hell. That I sat there on my mother in law’s porch and tried to explain to you that people on the internet think hockey players secretly fuck each other. But you know this already, don’t you?” 
Shane doesn’t say anything. Doesn't do anything. He isn’t anything at all. He’s just a hollow husk of a man that maybe once upon a time used to be things, but he truly is nothing now.
“I went back on Reddit and people–people were saying… there was a poll about like, which player they think you’ve been fucking–I’m still in the lead, by the way, just in case you're curious, but in the comments someone was arguing over you and…” he drops the sentence, and Shane doesn’t pick it up.  
There is an elephant in the room.
Shane can see it so clearly with his mind’s eye. It’s gigantic and carved out of marble, a statue so imposing in its physicality that’s always been very hard to ignore, even though he’s spent the entirety of his adult life trying. 
The elephant is standing in the middle of his living room, in the five feet between him and his best friend, flooding the space with texts, and thirteen phone calls, and the way Hayden’s always telling him to ‘either stop blushing at your phone, or marry that girl’.   
“Shane, who’s Lily?” 
The elephant looks at him. ‘Address me,’ it says. 
His phone starts ringing, because of course it does. 
Thirteen calls in two days–sixteen with this one, part of him chimes in softly–and of course Rozanov is calling him again. 
Like he knows Hayden is there, looking at Shane as if he already knows the answer to this question, but wants Shane to fess up instead. 
The phone keeps ringing, and this entire day, this entire fucking life it feels like, he's been running on fumes, picking at his skin until he's confronted with he gaping oceanic fissure that bisects him in half. 
“Who’s Boston Lily, Shane?”  
‘Address me, you fucking coward,’ says the elephant.
He looks down at his hands, and knows they’re his because this morning Rozanov told him so. 
Shane uses them to drop his phone on the kitchen island, to push it towards Hayden in answer. 
The display is still lit up with the name Lily, and Hayden takes the call, taps the speaker icon. 
Boston Lily's agitated voice immediately breaks the silence. 
“Hollander? You are there? What happened, who was it?” 
Hayden’s expression hardens, then goes still. He slices Shane open with his unforgiving gaze. 
“You are okay, you are safe? Hollander? Khvatit menya, blyat', ignorirovat'! Kakogo khera–Hollander. Fucking say something.”
Hayden is looking at him like he’s never seen him before.
Like Shane was supposed to be a foregone conclusion, but turned out to be a cryptogram instead, and somewhere along the decryption he’d gotten a letter wrong, and now Shane is an intelligible jumble of sentences instead of an open book. 
He’s ripped open in the middle of his kitchen, judged by his maybe best friend and found wanting.
“Who was at the door? Make noise if you can't talk. Just–Shane, just do something. Please.”
His next breath almost breaks him in half. 
Shane–Shane, Shane, Shane, you said my name–raps twice on the counter, focus pulled between the way Rozanov had said please and the way Hayden's standing, rigid and unmoving.
Hayden follows the gesture, arms crossed against his chest. 
“Okay. Who is there? Are they safe for you? One for yes, two for no.” 
Shane taps once. Hayden's eyes snap up to his. 
“Are you breathing? I can't hear you breathe.”
He taps once again. 
“You know what, fuck this,” Rozanov says on the phone, and ends the call. 
Somehow, Shane is still standing upright under the other's cold stare. 
Hayden walks past him without a word, and Shane knows that he’s not gonna like what comes next–the sitting down and talking about it. 
In his mind, he's already working on a draft that condenses years of history into an abridged version of events. 
How do you explain to someone that the core of who you are is inextricably linked to someone you've spent years publicly pretending you hate?
That you didn’t just tell all these lies, you also took care to make them pretty, wrapped them up in glossy paper, tied them off with a bow?  
The front door slams closed somewhere behind him, and Hayden is gone.  
Shane's knees buckle, and he finally sinks to the floor.
‘Now you’ve really done it,’ says the elephant, and then it is gone too.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    Listen, I swear I'm not doing it on purpose????????
- me when I'm doing it on purpose.

 

On a completely unrelated note, have you ever dissociated so thoroughly that your best friend had to videocall you from a different country and prove to you those were, in fact, your hands?
Haha me neither. That's crazy.

Anyway.

 

🧚🏻‍♀️ Come talk to me on Threads @shanesgingerale ✨


  


      

  












      Chapter 3: like i'm not made of stone
  


    Chapter Summary

    If your name is Shannon, I want you to know you deserve justice.



    Chapter Notes

      hi bestie you're looking so hot today, is that a new outfit????? [kicks feetsies and giggles]

 
✨ once again, thank you so much for all your kind comments and kudos. They literally mean the world to me 🩷
✨ my wonderful beta graduated this week and is dealing with real life important things, so this chapter was not beta-ed. All atrocities committed in the name of mutual pining are solely my own.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  People always tell me, “Don’t put the cart
before the horse,” which is curious
because I don’t have a horse.
Is this some new advancement in public shaming—
repeatedly drawing one’s attention
to that which one is currently not, and never
has been, in possession of?
If ever, I happen to obtain a Clydesdale,
then I’ll align, absolutely, it to its proper position
in relation to the cart, but I can’t
do that because all I have is the cart. 
One solitary cart—a little grief wagon that goes
precisely nowhere—along with, apparently, one
invisible horse, which does not pull,
does not haul, does not in any fashion
budge, impel or tow my disaster buggy
up the hill or down the road.


*


(My Invisible Horse and the Speed of Human Decency - Matthew Olzmann)
 
 



Shane's been staring out the window unblinkingly for what feels like forever.
He'd gotten into bed in a daze, completely disconnected from his body, rising from the kitchen floor and walking up the stairs almost on autopilot.
He hadn't even stripped, had just laid down on top of the comforter and started looking out the window.
Realistically speaking, he'd always known he was one strong breeze away from the whole of his scaffolding caving in, but knowing it in the back of your head and being in the eye of the tornado are two very different things. 
Once the dust settles, will there be anything left for him at all, or is he just going to be standing in the middle of a barren field, completely alone? 
So out the window he stares, watches the lights turn on inside buildings one by one, other people's lives glowing against a sky that's growing darker and darker still. 
When he closes his eyes and finally falls asleep, it's out of sheer exhaustion.
—
The parts of Shane Hollander that are Shane rather than Hollander haven't always existed in the dark.
They used to live out in the open, on full display for everyone to see, but then he'd started chipping at them. Shaving off a corner here, a spike there. Rounding out an angle of himself that had made people look at him and sneer. Sanding himself down into something easier to look at.
He's turning twenty-five this year, and aside from hockey, the smooth exterior he's built for himself doesn't really match the jagged shape of what's underneath.
There’s bound to be a dissonance between your exterior and interior, sure, but the gap between the two feels so vast that Shane is not sure how he's managed to walk the tightrope in between them for so long.
He's tired now, and even being the best equilibrist in the world had not saved him from getting distracted by the cracks starting to show. Twenty-four years of practice hadn’t been enough to make sure that, when he looked back, he didn’t lose his footing. 
So he’d twisted his ankle, and fallen. 
Maybe in more ways than one. 
—
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He jolts awake, ears ringing. 
Shane blinks in confusion.
He's still facing the window, but by now the view is dark, the lights across the Montreal skyline long since extinguished. It's stopped raining now, but he can still taste dampness in the air. 
Did he dream the doorbell, or did it actually ring? 
Shane stretches, reaching for the curtain remote and letting them close over the outside. 
He's just flipped his pillow over when the doorbell rings again. 
A quick glance at the clock on the wall tells him it's 2:20 in the morning, and now there's someone knocking at the door. 
Hayden, he thinks with a sudden frisson of hope.
He scrambles out of bed and bounds down the stairs, yelling “Hayd, I'm coming!” loud enough he hopes the other can hear it from outside. 
Shane all but tears the door from its hinges in his rush to open it, and then his brain short-circuits. 
“You are waiting for Pike? One day being public gay and there is already line of men coming to you in the night?”
Rozanov smirks.
Shane looks at him in shock for another second, then claws his fingers into the front of the other’s leather jacket, pulls him inside and slams their mouths together with no finesse. 
What the fuck, he thinks in the second between Rozanov kicking the door closed and bending to grab Shane's thighs, picking him up. 
You're here, he thinks all the way up the stairs, Rozanov refusing to break a sweat at having to carry all 200 pounds of him. 
Shane can't help the shower of kisses he rains all over Rozanov's face as the other carries him to his own bedroom with the practiced ease of someone so familiar with the layout he could probably navigate it with his eyes closed.
He drops Shane onto the mattress, takes off his jacket and crawls up Shane's body, hands grabbing at the elastic of his briefs and sliding them off in one fluid motion. 
Shane is already so hard he feels lightheaded. He buries his hands in Rozanov's hair, pulls at the curls a little to make sure the other is really there, and the answering moan is delivered in the crook of Shane's thigh. 
Rozanov licks a stripe up Shane's length, worries at the slit with the tip of his tongue before swallowing him down to the root. 
Shane tries to curl in on himself, but the other's hands on his legs are keeping him spread open, and Rozanov is here? Sucking Shane's cock with military precision, here in Shane's bed in… Montreal? That's not right, is it?
“Stop,” he says, pulling harshly at the curls still twined around his fingers, and Rozanov does.
He pulls off and kisses the tip of Shane's dick. “You don't want?” 
Shane shakes his head, grabs Rozanov's shoulders and drags him up until the other is resting between Shane's legs and they're face to face.
“Like this,” he says, breathing heavily in the scant inch between their mouths. “Like this, please.” 
Rozanov's gaze softens, and Shane can't look away as he spits into his hand and wraps it around Shane's cock, stroking him firmly. 
“Like this?” he asks.
Shane nods, tilting up his head and kissing Rozanov's chin, his lips, opening his mouth so the other can slip his tongue inside and claim.
You're here, he thinks again, and then he mercifully stops thinking altogether.
—
“Wow,” Shane murmurs into the crook of Rozanov’s neck as the other kisses a line from chin to forehead. 
With one last kiss, Rozanov lifts from where he's pressed against Shane's chest, and walks to the en-suite.
Shane's brain isn't really back online yet, his head pleasantly empty in the way only this can make it. He breathes heavily while staring at the ceiling. 
The other comes back with a damp washcloth, cleans him up and hands him a glass of water. Shane takes it unthinkingly, lets Rozanov move him around the bed like a ragdoll until they're both on their sides, facing each other. 
“You're here,” Shane says, letting his hand drift to the other’s shoulder, curling in around his bicep.
Rozanov cards his hand through Shane's hair, scritching the scalp soothingly. “Yes.”
Shane hums, eyes closing against the feeling of fingers caressing his head, of being held. It makes him bold enough to ask. “And you're staying?” 
“Ah, no. I have to go soon.”
He keeps the lines of his body relaxed, tries his best not to let his disappointment show. “Oh. Of course. Early flight?”
Rozanov sighs, tapping Shane's head with his knuckles until he opens his eyes and sees the other's smile.
“Hollander,” he sounds so unbearably fond that Shane almost has to close his eyes again. “Of course I'm staying. You asked me to come. I came. Now I'm staying.”
Shane's breathing stutters. They haven't done this before, never, not even once, but Rozanov makes it sound so simple that Shane is having a hard time remembering why exactly they've never spent the night together.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.” Rozanov shifts, stroking his fingertips against the apples of Shane's cheeks. “Also, I drove here. I am pretty sure even boring Canadian border patrol would not be so okay with orange Porsche Cayman driven by celebrity crossing the border twice in same day. 
And I told them I was visiting Canada for fun. Returning before breakfast makes it look like Canada wasn't fun. I am, how you say–committing to the bit.”
Shane suddenly feels more awake. “Is that what you told them? What the fuck Roza–wait, you drove here?”
Rozanov tilts his mouth, thumb tracing down the bridge of Shane's nose.
“You drove five hours to come here?”
Rozanov shrugs. “Who said five? Was four.”
“Google says five.”
“Google was not driving.”
Shane huffs out a laugh. He searches Rozanov's eyes. “You drove four hours to come here?”
“Was more like four and half. Maybe forty minutes.” 
He shrugs then, like he didn't just show up at Shane's house in the middle of the night. Like he does this all the time. Like he hasn't just cracked open Shane's chest and poured molten sunlight into it.
Shane curls up on himself, shifting closer to the other. 
Rozanov hums his approval, and presses his leg carefully up between Shane's, until he has to slide his thighs open and hook his calf over Rozanov's leg to accommodate him.
“Did you really tell the border patrol you were visiting Canada for fun?” 
He looks amused. “Was going to say ‘why officer, I'm crossing to dick down Shane Hollander,’ but I thought it would sound weird.”
Shane laughs, halfheartedly shoving Rozanov's chest. “Dick down?”
“Perez Hilton comment section taught me.”
Shane laughs again, bumps his head against Rozanov's chest playfully, and can't stop himself from sliding his arm around the other's waist. 
“What the fuck are you even doing on Perez Hilton?”
“Rookies were watching your video,” he says, kissing an apology into Shane's forehead.
“Oh.”
Right. The video.
For a moment there he had forgotten. 
“They won't anymore,” Rozanov murmurs, pressing closer and dragging his lips down Shane's nose, kissing his upper lip.
Despite the other's best efforts, Shane's brain is starting to come fully online at the mention of the video, so he doesn't let Rozanov deepen the kiss but frowns instead. “That sounds like you murdered them. What did you do?”
Rozanov looks embarrassed, which only serves to worry Shane more. “Ah, let's just say I was a good captain setting boundaries about locker room talk, and leave at that, yes.”
“Rozanov…”
“Hollander, is fine.” 
He grabs the meat of Shane's thigh and hauls him closer, until their fronts are fully pressed together and his chin is resting on top of Shane's head. 
Shane understands the closeness for the peace offering it is, and lets himself accept it even as there's part of him screaming that he shouldn't, that it's gonna be so much harder now to let go when the other does leave.
He noses at the hollow of Rozanov's throat. “Did you… watch it?”
“No.”
“You can watch it.” Shane says; “Something tells me that my being gay won't come as a shock to you, so you can watch it.”
He doesn’t really know how to put it into words, but thinks that Rozanov watching him unravel in Comeau's nursery might somehow make the whole thing easier to bear.
Rozanov makes a shocked gasp. “You're gay? I thought you were just heteroflexible.”
“Your grasp of the English language should be studied. Where the hell did you get heteroflexible from?”
“Reddit,” he says.
Shane groans. Fucking Reddit. “Did you also see the poll about which players I'm dicking down?”
“Voyageurs' fifteenth best player would not know what to do with your ass,” he drawls, giving said ass a light smack that makes Shane's breath audibly stutter. 
Above him, Rozanov makes an interested noise, gives Shane's ass an appreciative squeeze, and then drags his hand back up to rest in the curve of Shane's waist. 
Shane can't stop himself from whispering the next words into the other's neck. “He hates me now.”
“He is homophobe?” Rozanov sounds surprised. 
“No, just… he found out… about…”
Rozanov stills. “Ah.”
“Yes. I'm sorry.”
“Is okay.”
“He said on Reddit people were arguing about me and you, and he–he asked me who Boston Lily was, and you were calling so I let him pick up to–I shouldn't have done that, fuck, what if he says something?”
Rozanov holds him tighter. 
“Hollander, is okay. I don't think Pike hates you, and I do not think he will tell. Do not panic. We are having a nice time, yes?” 
He rubs Shane's back in soothing circles.
“Yes,” he acquiesces, tension slowly dispelling under Rozanov's touch.
“Is okay,” he says again, and Shane's not entirely convinced but lets himself relax anyway, trusting that at least right here, right now he's okay.
“Tell me something… I don't know, tell me something funny.”
“I just talked about Hayden Pike, now you want more comedy?”
Despite his best efforts, Shane snickers. “Asshole,” he says, like a favorite pet name. “I mean distract me.”
“You have me in bed and need a distraction?” 
“That's not what–”
“I stopped for coffee at your Ultramar on the way. You know you are on the cover of Cosmopolitan?”
Shane chokes, “What?” 
“Yes. Big list about hottest athletes under 35. You are on the cover. I am too, of course. So is Cristiano Ronaldo.”  
He can't help but ask, "Which one of us was higher on the list?”
Rozanov hums in dismissal. “Is not important. Everyone knows Cosmopolitan writes lot of bullshit. They publish many stupid articles, but many pictures of beautiful women. You would hate it.”
“Oh fuck you, Rozanov.”
“Not now. You need to sleep. You have designer bags under your eyes,” he swipes his thumb under Shane's eyes, rubbing at the dark circles there. “Is not fitting for Cosmopolitan second hottest athlete under 35.”
Shane bites his lip to try and hide his disappointment. He wouldn't even have put himself on the list in the first place, but it did still provide him with an excuse to compete with Rozanov, and knowing he lost still stings a little. “Oh. So you got number one?”
Rozanov snorts. “I got number six, Hollander. I told you Cristiano Ronaldo was on the cover.”
Shane lifts himself up, staring at the other in disbelief. “Six?!”
Rozanov smirks. “Ah but looks like I am number one on your list, yes?”
Shane rolls his eyes, absolutely certain he's blushing. “You're maybe fourth. Maybe.”
“You wound me, Hollander. Who is before me? Hayden fucking Pike? I don't think so.”
He hums, rooting inside his head for the name of a random NHL player that looks absolutely nothing like the one he has in his arms right now. “Ryan Price is pretty cute.”
“Price?! I knew you were size queen, Hollander, but Price might be too much even for you.”
Shane's laughter is sudden and unguarded, and makes Rozanov's eyes go soft, a proud smile blossoming on his face.
“Where did you get ‘size queen’ from, was that also on Cosmopolitan?”
“I’ve been fucking you for six years. I know what a size queen is. Learned it my first year in America. Marly was very proud.”
Shane frowns, “Do I want to know why you and Marleau were talking about that?”
Rozanov smirks again. “You are cute when you are jealous. Of straightest man alive Cliff Marleau.”
“I'm not jealous,” he lies, settling back down and shimmying until he's on his other side, back to Rozanov's chest. 
It's as much of an explicit request for more cuddles as he's able to make. 
Rozanov kisses the back of his neck, turns off the light and presses flat against Shane's back, wraps an arm around his midsection. 
“Sleep now,” Rozanov murmurs. “I give you Price's number tomorrow.”
Shane laughs again, slapping away the hand that's all but groping his pec. “Asshole,” he says, but even to his own ears it sounds like thank you instead.
Rozanov noses his hair, presses a kiss there. “That’s me,” he says, and it sounds like you're welcome.
Shane falls asleep, he and Rozanov slotted together like puzzle pieces.
—
Waking up on Thursday morning is a jarring affair. 
The first conscious thought that filters through is of pure bliss, driven entirely by the muscle memory of release, of another warm body pressed close to him for hours, of another heartbeat against his ribcage. 
And then he remembers about yesterday, about the fact he’s now living in the after, and icy fingers immediately start skating up his back, leeching away the warmth. 
Then it shifts again; he thinks back to the body that was pressed against him throughout the night, thinks about Rozanov driving to Montreal because Shane had asked him to, about Rozanov staying and holding him. 
He touches the other side of the bed, feels the residual heat there, and smiles. 
He knows yesterday still happened, but allows himself a few more minutes of bliss before reaching out a hand for his phone.
The DND exceptions list has been dutifully updated, so the fact he hasn’t been woken up means at least there haven’t been any new call-worthy developments. 
There are no messages either, except for Farah’s reminder about the meeting with PR this morning at 10:30, so he knows Rozanov is still here. He trusts the other wouldn’t leave without at least texting first.
Not after driving five hours to Montreal. Not after yesterday. 
He gets up and looks around the bedroom, spots the hoodie Rozanov had been wearing when he got there, and pulls it on, together with a pair of joggers from his dresser. 
Shane finds Rozanov puttering around the kitchen, drinking coffee from a Welcome to Montreal cup that Hayden had gifted him during his rookie year. 
“You are aware that cow milk is not going to kill you, yes.” 
Shane rolls his eyes, grabbing his favorite mug from the cupboard and turning the kettle on. 
“There’s oat, soy, and almond in the fridge. I’m sure even your superior taste buds can find something to their liking.” 
“My superior taste buds like dairy, Hollander. Milk, cheese, Nutella. Your fridge is making me cry. Your eggs are not even eggs.”
“I do keep eggs. I’ve just run out earlier than usual this week. The nutritionist comes to restock on Fridays. There’s egg whites in the meantime.”
Rozanov makes a non-committal noise. “Yes, I see the ready meals. He brings them to you?” 
Shane hums. 
“There is a lot of them.” 
Shane hums again, suddenly disliking the direction of the conversation. 
“Too many if he comes Fridays. You eat yesterday?” 
Shane shrugs. 
He hadn’t. Not unless you count the clementine, and Shane knows one single clementine in 24 hours most definitely does not count as a proper meal. 
But he hadn’t trained yesterday, had he? He’d been sat down in a chair in his coach’s office and humiliated, and then he’d been sent home like an unruly child. 
Aside from freaking out throughout the day, and ruining the relationship he had with his best friend, he hadn’t really done much of anything the day before. 
Rozanov pushes a slice of toast towards him. 
Shane pushes it back. “I have to go to the sports center soon for a meeting,” he says, as if that’s an acceptable reaction to refusing a solitary slice of toasted brown bread. 
“Okay,” the other says, grabbing a banana from the fruit bowl on the counter and setting it down on the island between the two of them. 
Shane shakes his head. He had fruit sugars yesterday, he’s not about to have a banana of all things. 
“I’ll get something on the way,” he blatantly lies.
Rozanov arches a brow, and puts the banana on the slice of toast, sliding the plate back over to him. 
“I will, I promise,” he lies again. 
“Yes, I am sure you will stop at McDonald’s and get a McGriddle,” Rozanov sneers, but then leans back against the counter and miraculously lets it go. “Who will be there? At this meeting?”
He shrugs, “Farah–my manager–for sure. Voyageurs PR. Not sure who else.” 
“No Theriault?” 
If it was for me, you’d be well on your way to an early retirement, he remembers with startling clarity. 
“Probably. We spoke yesterday, but I had the feeling it wasn’t an… official… meeting.” 
“Yes,” he drawls. “When he said you were not allowed to play today.” 
Shane nods. 
“What else did he say?” Rozanov’s gaze is pointed, seeing right through Shane as if he’s made of glass. 
“He said… things.”
“That is usually how conversations work. What things?”
There isn’t much point in lying–who is he trying to protect? Himself? The man whose guidance he spent years blindly following as if he was a soldier in battle? Theriault didn’t deserve the kindness, and Shane was getting really tired of putting others before himself. 
“He said he doesn’t know what to do now that he’s got a queer captain instead of a star center, or something similar.” 
Rozanov takes a sharp intake of breath, sounds angry as he spits out his next words. “Fucking moron. What else?” 
“That… that if it was for him I wouldn’t play again.” 
“Good, then Montreal never wins another Cup and I take them all to Boston.”
It sounds insensitive, but Rozanov’s wrapped a hand around Shane’s wrist, and his thumb is stroking the back of Shane’s hand. 
He knows he should make a joke about Boston, keep the conversation light, but all of a sudden Shane feels like he can’t breathe.
“What if he’s right? What if I never play again? What if–” 
“What if nothing.”
Rozanov closes the distance between them and cradles Shane’s face in his hands, angling it so he has no choice but to look into the other’s eyes. 
“You are Shane fucking Hollander. Hockey was made for you. You will play again.”
His thumbs stroke the apples of Shane’s cheeks, eyes never leaving Shane’s.
There is a moment, then. A split second of appel du vide when he wants to say it–wants to say the crazy thing that’s been rattling around his brain maybe since New Year’s, maybe earlier, but for sure since Rozanov showed up at his apartment in the middle of the night, because Shane had asked. 
He holds Rozanov’s gaze for long seconds, and doesn’t say it.   
—
If a week ago you’d asked Shane if he ever felt small, he would have said no. 
He was one of the biggest hockey players in the world, physically imposing, incredibly high profile to the point where his face and body were on billboards from Montreal to Rome, crisscrossing borders and oceans and languages. 
Objectively speaking, he wasn’t small. 
That didn’t stop him feeling it, though. 
It wasn't always true, but it was there, in the way he adjusted for others. He made himself small. Twenty-four years, and he was still chipping away at himself, still shaving off chunks in an effort to be everything for everyone.  
Pretending he didn’t see things, didn’t hear things. Using all of his senses to erase the truth that yes, yes he felt small.  
He was young, but hockey was an unforgiving sport that made you give all of yourself to a team that sometimes chewed you up and spat you out with little to no care for the person inside the protective gear. 
You were a commodity. 
He’d heard of great players sacrificing their bodies and minds at the altar of a sport that didn’t love them back as hard as they did, because the sport went on with or without them. He’d be eighty, ninety, and hockey would still be there. 
How much more of himself was he willing to sacrifice for a team made up of people who hadn’t even texted him? For a Coach who’d all but told him to retire just because he’d dared be more different than he already was?
Twenty-four years of making himself small in the face of off-handed comments and jokes, of microaggressions he experienced almost every day in the locker room but accepted as the price he had to pay to be free on the ice.
He will be eighty, ninety, and he will still have won the Voyageurs a Cup after basically rebuilding the team from the ground up. He was going to give them another one this season, but life had gotten in the way–except it hadn’t been life, not really. It had been one of his teammates. 
Shane knew it wasn’t just random serendipity that had landed the video in the Montreal Gazette’s lap. 
He will be eighty, ninety, and the choice of coming out on his own terms will still belong to Comeau instead of himself, and there was nothing he could do to fix it, and that made him so viscerally angry all of a sudden. What do you mean he broke himself into pieces for years, scratching away at all his sharp angles until his nails broke and fingers bled, and it still wasn’t enough? 
He was Shane fucking Hollander, though, and hockey was made for him, so maybe there was a way to still come out on top, even if the top wasn’t going to feature a view of the Mount Royal Cross and Place Ville Marie. 
He looks down at his hands, and of course they don’t look right, but he knows they’re his. Rozanov had held them last night, and this morning, and he’d told him he’d play again. 
He sits in his car outside Centre Sportif CN, breathes, and tells Farah about Comeau’s comment. About all the comments, years of locker room talk that had excised so many pounds of flesh off Shane that he felt the price had been paid tenfold. 
He tells Farah about the nursery. About Theriault. 
She’s quiet for a moment, and he can hear the click clacking of her nails on the keyboard. 
“Okay, Shane, here’s what’s gonna happen.”
He listens.
— 
“Hello, Monsieur Hollander,” the man says. “I’m Théophane Latulippe, VP of Communications for the Montreal Voyageurs. I don’t believe we’ve met before?” 
He shakes the other man’s hand, “No, we haven’t. Pleasure to meet you,” he lies. 
On the screen, Farah nods, “It’s a pleasure for me as well, Monsieur Latulippe–I’ve only been in contact with Mademoiselle Pellerin until now.” 
“Yes, she is one of my wonderful Player Relations Managers, but I felt like today’s conversation required my presence.” 
“Of course,” Farah says, as if to her it makes perfect sense. “Before we continue, I would like to inform you that I will be recording this meeting.” 
Latulippe doesn’t seem fazed as he says, “I don’t believe that will be necessary, Miss Jalali. We’re just here to have a chat about the recent events.” 
She smiles. “I understand that, as I don’t see Camille there–she is still part of your Legal team, is she?”
Latulippe nods, “Yes, Madame Fortin is still the point of contact from our Legal department. But, like I said, this is just a conversation. We wouldn’t feel the need to get Legal involved at this stage.” 
“Understood,” Farah says again. “At any rate, if we're ready to begin, I will start the recording.” 
A saloon standoff between cowboys who've been in the game way too long. 
In the end, Farah comes out on top.  
“Very well,” Latulippe relents.
He then clears his throat, straightening his spine. “ First of all, Monsieur Hollander, let me just say how deeply sorry we are about the situation.”
David Hollander didn't raise an animal, so he says, “Thank you, Monsieur Latulippe.”
“Now, I will say–we at the Montreal Voyageurs were as shocked as anyone upon watching the released media, and I would be remiss in my job if I didn't ask; is there a reason why our department was not informed of the situation beforehand?”
There is a way PR people have of wrapping barbed wire inside feathers, and Shane’s never been more aware of it than this very second. 
But Yuna Hollander didn't raise a fool, no. She media trained one to within an inch of his life–and that, combined with Farah's instructional call in the parking lot, made sure Shane’s next words were spoken with a confidence he didn't really feel.
He clears his throat. “I'll be frank. I don't see why I should have informed anyone from your department about it. Or anyone from the organization in general.”
“Well,” Latulippe starts, smiling in a way that makes Shane think of hyenas, “As I'm sure Miss Jalali has told you, the job of a Communications team is to control information. If the information is not disclosed, controlling it becomes quite difficult.”
He nods. “But you–I mean, management–hired me to play hockey. I believe I've been doing that pretty successfully over the past few years.”
Latulippe smiles again. “More than that of course, but you are one of the best educated players I've ever had the pleasure to see on our roster, so I am sure you understand what I mean.”
Shane does. 
“If I may?” Farah clears her throat. “While of course I can understand your perspective, Monsieur Latulippe, I can also fully appreciate my client's. 
As I'm sure you're aware, nowhere in his contract is there a sexuality clause, or a personal life disclosure one.”
“Of course, of course; legally speaking, Monsieur Hollander has done nothing wrong.”
The ‘but’ is so loud it almost makes Shane's ears ring. 
“But you believe I did do something wrong.” He blinks. He hadn't meant to say that out loud. 
Latulippe's smile cools by a few degrees. 
“Not at all. I am only pointing out that the Communications department–and here I’m sure I speak for Management and the Coaching Staff as well–would have appreciated a little heads up with regards to any potential problems that might arise from relevant details of your personal life that might… cause a stir, let’s say.”
“Relevant details.”
He feels hollow. 
“Last year Drapeau cheated on his wife,” he says. “Did he tell you beforehand?”
Latulippe has the decency to look uncomfortable. “I'm not allowed to disclo–”
“I bet no, but he did talk about it in the locker room. Extensively. To anyone who would listen. That's how it ended up on Le Journal de Montréal.”
“Every media event develops differently.”
“The whole event lasted a week, and then no one talked about it again in the media.”
“I would have to double check, I am not sure about that specific detail.”
A non-answer. A shitty one, at that. 
Under the table, Shane’s hands curl into fists. 
“He played every game.” 
Latulippe clears his throat. “Monsieur Hollander, I am sure that if we sit and compare the situations clo–”
“But I'm not playing tonight, and I was forbidden from attending practice yesterday.” 
Latulippe closes his mouth and doesn't say anything, so Shane keeps going. 
“What is there to compare? It seems the two situations aren't the same at all.”
Farah interjects then. “Monsieur Latulippe, I for one am interested in understanding the Voyageurs' position regarding the whole matter of the blatant invasion of privacy suffered by my client–as well, of course, as the potential threat to his safety.
I love this sport as much as the next person, so you will forgive me for saying this–but historically hockey is not an environment where diversity is fostered, or allowed to thrive.”
Latulippe makes a non-committal noise. “I would not exactly say the same, but-”
“Given the circumstances under which my client’s sexuality has been disclosed to the world, and to the… shall we say, less than open-minded folds of the sport?, I am genuinely concerned that so far your organization has not released a public statement of support for Monsieur Hollander.”
No one says anything for a couple of seconds. 
Latulippe flares his nostrils, looks at Shane like he’s about to be the threat to Shane’s safety. 
Then he turns to the monitor. “We are currently considering every possible approach,” he says. “While I do, to some extent, understand your perspective, there are several concerns that have been raised by management, and it is my duty to address them in full before a statement is released.”
Several concerns. Not even a single concern. They have several. 
A lifetime spent making himself small and shapeless enough that he could be molded into whatever form was required of him, and now that people know he's gay, he's suddenly raising concerns.
“As for the perceived threat to Monsieur Hollander’s safety, I don’t believe a statement from the Voyageurs would be very helpful to assuage any potential animosity from devoted fans of the franchise.” He spreads his hands as if to say, what can you do?
“Monsieur Latulippe, just so I make sure to understand correctly–you don't believe that releasing a statement saying you support the pluridecorated Captain of the franchise, and condemn the person or persons who committed a crime, would help deter at least some homophobic fans of the Voyageurs, and reduce the amount of vitriol my client is currently subjected to on social media? I’m sure you’ve seen the death threats on Twitter and Instagram.”
Shane bites his tongue so hard he can taste copper in his mouth. The fucking what?
Farah hadn't mentioned there were death threats, and he knows she did the right thing, because he's spiralling right now, but on the other hand–he’s spiralling right now.
He starts counting his breaths, watches Latulippe struggle for a way to say ‘a statement wouldn’t do shit’ while holding the title of VP of Communications. 
“May I recommend an increase in personal security until the matter has been resolved?” 
Shane keeps counting his breathing while he thinks about Ilya Rozanov in his kitchen, trying to get Shane to eat a bite of toast. 
He thinks about the way Rozanov had watched him put his Reeboks on, then his coat, and had said ‘I’ll be here when you get back,’ and finds himself calm enough to ask.
“Would you trade me for this?” 
The temperature in the room lowers by several degrees. He doesn’t dare look at Farah on the screen.
This wasn't what they'd talked about in the car.
Shane was supposed to poke and prod without asking the question directly. 
Too late to take it back, he thinks, and forces himself to breathe through the ache in his chest. 
“No one is talking about trading,” Latulippe says, with no smile on his face this time. “All we are saying is, the Montreal Voyageurs have a certain public image to maintain, and high-profile scandals are not part of this image. 
As a result, and because of your position, we are considering several options, all with the aim to find a way forward that will be satisfactory for both yourself and the Organization.”
Shane thinks that still sounds like they're gonna trade him, but doesn't say anything. 
“Monsieur Latulippe. My client has been forcibly outed to the world through a frankly disgusting invasion of privacy,” Farah says on the screen.
It's bone chilling to hear her put it so bluntly, but then again–that’s what happened, even though Shane hasn't really thought about that part yet. 
“He did not–say–have a second family in Winnipeg, hire a prostitute, or crash his custom sports car into a school while drunk.”
Pelletier, Bancroft, and JJ, he thinks with a chill. 
Just how many of his teammates had been involved in a scandal in the past couple of years, and how many had sat in front of the VP of fucking Communications to discuss their shortcomings?
How many of them had instead strutted into the locker room the day after to catcalls and laughter, instead of complete character assassination?
JJ was one of his best friends, and after he'd crashed his car after a night out, Shane and Hayden had started taking his keys away when they'd seen him have one too many in their presence. 
He hasn't even texted me, Shane thinks, the wave of grief so overwhelming it makes his throat close up. 
Farah continues, direct and firm, and Shane is so grateful he's switched management from his mom to Farah, because he loves his mother to death, but he's not sure he would have been able to let himself trust her with this.
He would have been too mortified to let his mom defend him in this way, but Farah–Farah looks like some sort of avenging angel over the Skype conference call, and Shane knows he made the right choice, even if it had been a difficult conversation at the time.  
“Given other players’ indiscretions, I am very interested in knowing exactly which of the Montreal Voyageurs’ core values my client has compromised?” 
Latulippe makes a smile like curdled milk. “It is true that the, ah, circumstances surrounding Monsieur Hollander’s coming out were out of his control, however I would be remiss if I did not point out that he is currently implicated in a high-profile scandal surrounding a potential extramarital affair with a fellow player.” 
“I did not come out,” Shane snaps before he can stop himself. “I did not want to come out. Someone else did it for me.” 
“That’s semantics,” Latulippe starts, but Farah cuts over him, voice velvety and razor sharp at the same time.
“Semantics seems like a broad generalization of the difference between a crime–a hate crime–and a choice.” 
Latulippe nods curtly. “I misspoke, my apologies. However, the crux of the matter still remains; we have a Captain who has been revealed to be homosexual, is currently rumored to be in a relationship with one of his Assistant Cs, and therefore also implicated in a cheating scandal.” 
“Hayden is my best friend,” Shane says. He feels small again, humiliated, but the anger just keeps mounting at the same time. “He is my best friend, and his wife is my best friend, and I babysit their children–who are my goddaughters and godson, by the way–almost every week. Just because I like dick, it doesn’t mean I like his.”
Latulippe opens his mouth as if to say something, but Shane keeps going, wanting to be the one throwing punches for once. 
“Inferring that a gay man will be attracted to any man and will prey on the married ones, trying to seduce them and take them away from their families, is a very homophobic thing to say… don’t you think so, monsieur?” 
The man reels back as if slapped. 
If he wasn’t mad as hell, Shane would feel a little bit of pity for him.
Poor guy, who thought he could come into this room and jerk Shane around like a dog, clipping the leash shorter and shorter, making Shane feel smaller and smaller, and instead Shane was sitting there barking, tugging at the length of rope the Voyageurs had wrapped around his neck. 
Farah makes a curious noise. 
“I am wondering,” she says, “How exactly this situation came to be. Shane, from what you told me, I believe the moment in question–the moment that was recorded against my client’s knowledge and consent–is from Saturday afternoon, when you were at a fellow player’s house for a team event?” 
Latulippe goes completely ashen, and his mouth clicks shut. 
In that instant, Shane knows that–regardless of how this turns out–he is going to give her a bonus.
“That’s right, Farah,” he says, sounding calmer than he feels. “That is what happened.” 
“How odd,” she hums. “It’s almost as if someone that was present, and had the means to do so, took possession of a clearly private moment between two friends, and decided to disclose it to the press instead of looking the other way.” 
The weight of the implication hangs in the air. 
Latulippe straightens his tie and looks at Farah with eyes made of steel. 
“Miss Jalali, surely you are not implying what I think you’re implying,” he says. 
“Oh, I’m not implying anything. I am just wondering. I am as concerned as you are about the reputation of the Montreal Voyageurs–a truly venerable franchise that drafted my client when he was but a kid, and has enjoyed a remarkable rise back to stardom ever since.” 
The bonus is going to be humongous, Shane thinks. 
“In fact,” she barrels through with the poise of a cobra ready to strike, “I do believe we should conclude the meeting now. Given the situation, as well as the importance of the Voyageurs' immaculate reputation, I do believe it would be in my client’s best interest to have legal counsel present for any further discussion of the topic.” 
I will buy her a house. A car. Five cars. A boat? 
He shakes off the distraction of writing a Dr Seuss rhyme listing every single thing he could buy Farah to thank her for existing, and says his piece.
“I agree with Farah. Obviously, this isn't a reflection of my feelings towards the team. I love the Voyageurs. I grew up hoping to play here. I am proud of the work I've done since rookie year, proud of being part of this winning family, but I also have a reputation to protect.” 
There’s a pause during which Shane is stunned by how fake the words sound to his own ears. 
Were they ever true?
Surely, at some point they must have been. He wasn’t sure the rose tinted glasses had come off all at once; it had probably been a slow, repeated effort, like water eroding jagged cliff faces into smoothness. 
But now, sitting here in this office, being treated like he’s done something wrong just for committing the egregious crime of existing in a way and shape that does not benefit the narrative, Shane finds that the words aren’t true anymore.
Latulippe shakes the acrid expression from his face and nods. 
“Very well. I will reschedule for another day, when further relevant parties can be involved.”
“Much appreciated, Téophane,” Farah smiles, saccharine and false as anything. 
Shane is a little bit in love. 
“Actually, while we are at it, why don’t we agree that no one from the organization will contact my client privately again?”
A frown briefly passes over the man's face; “Again?” 
Over the phone, Farah had told him that, if things started going a little too south, she was going to mention what happened with Theriault the day before. Shane takes a deep breath. You are Shane fucking Hollander. Hockey was made for you. 
“I did have a brief conversation with Coach Theriault yesterday,” he starts. 
You’re about to detonate your whole career even further, he thinks. 
He says it anyway. 
“It left me with the clear impression that he would not appreciate my presence on the team any further–and, to be honest, the lack of support from my own coach was really disheartening.” 
Latulippe’s looking a little green now, and it confirms what Shane thought: Theriault was not supposed to talk to him–especially since what he said had sounded nothing like a PR-approved statement.
The man opens and closes his mouth a couple of times, trying on sentences for size. 
In the end he goes with “I was not aware Coach Theriault had reached out. I will ensure communication follows the appropriate channels going forward.” 
“I appreciate it,” Shane says, and leaves it at that. 
He nods at Farah, and gets up from the chair, leaving the office and his career as Captain of the Montreal Voyageurs behind. 
—
It's only later, sitting in his car in the garage, that the full brunt of the last few hours hits him square in the chest. 
He's not playing tonight, and if things go the way he thinks, he's never going to wear Voyageurs blue ever again. 
Farah's telling him she's going to ensure he's kept out of any direct meetings from now on, just as he'd asked her in the morning. 
“I'm very happy to stonewall everyone for you. That is literally what you pay me for.”
Shane smiles a little, but feels sad all of a sudden.
He doesn’t do well with change and surprises, and there’s been so much of it in the past two days that his nervous system doesn’t know how to regulate itself anymore. The grief is all encompassing, and it makes it hard to breathe. It’s wave after wave after wave, each one washing away any residual hope he might have had of things resolving smoothly.
“Farah,” he says, voice wavering. “I want to play hockey. I don’t–I don’t want any of this.” 
He sounds childish to his own ears, but Farah’s response is gentle instead of derisive.
“I know, Shane, and I am going to make sure you continue doing so.” She’s quiet for a second. “Perhaps… perhaps it won’t be with the Voyageurs, but I will make sure you keep playing hockey.”  
The words still echo in his mind, carrying the same kindness he'd been craving all morning.
Hockey was made for you. You will play again.  
“I want to play where I am wanted,” he says, and his voice breaks on the last word.
Fuck, he thinks, watching the dashboard of his car start to blur in front of him. 
“I will find you that place, then,” she says. 
Shane nods even though she can’t see him, and closes his eyes.   
—
He eventually makes it to the garage exit, and rides the elevator all the way up to his floor. 
He wants–needs–Rozanov to fuck him. 
To pin him to the bed and press him down into the mattress and not let him think anymore. He’s done enough thinking for two days. Now it’s time to switch off his brain and let go for an hour or two. 
They’ve never really had more than that before, but now Rozanov is here, waiting for Shane in his apartment, and the beautiful impossibility of time stretches out before him. 
He knows Boston are playing on Saturday. The same part of his brain that insists on memorizing the Bears' entire calendar keeps him perpetually aware of where Rozanov is in relation to Shane, which means the other will probably have to leave tomorrow. But they have time now.
They have time, and a bed, and a half empty box of condoms that Shane is determined to have finished by the time Rozanov leaves. 
The elevator dings open, and the anticipatory smile dies on Shane's face as he sees his parents in front of his apartment door. 
Fuck.
“Mom, Dad!” he says a little too loud, rushing to stand in front of the entrance. 
They drop what they’re doing (namely, trying to open Shane’s door with a key that Shane is absolutely going to have to take back, right now) and immediately start fussing over him. 
“Oh, baby,” his mom says, hugging him so tight Shane almost can’t breathe. 
“We’re here,” says his dad with a show of jazz hands. 
How could he have forgotten about his parents? His mom had said they were flying over, so Shane should have known to expect them, so how could he have forgotten? Fuck, he thinks again. What’s he gonna do now?
As soon as Yuna releases him, David immediately takes over hugging duties, tucking Shane’s head into the crook of his neck. 
“We brought you lychee Ramune from the duty free,” he greets Shane. 
Shane hugs him back, panicked as anything but incredibly overwhelmed by this love, and how immediate and unconditional it has always been.
“Thanks dad,” he murmurs into his shoulder. 
“Let's get inside, then we can show you what else we got from the duty free,” Yuna says, and the panic mounts again so quickly Shane’s head starts spinning. 
“Inside?” he croaks. 
You mean inside where Ilya Rozanov is probably naked on the couch watching porn? 
Realistically speaking, he knows Rozanov wouldn’t–maybe wouldn’t–just sit around naked in someone else's apartment watching porn at noon. 
But fantasies are fantasies, and he can’t help where this one goes.
“Yes sweetheart. I am so tired,” his mom says. “First there was a delay, then Air Canada lost our luggage—”
“Then we had to take an Uber because National was being unreasonable with their car selection, and you know how your mother feels about Hertz,” continues his dad. 
“Let’s go out for lunch,” Shane says, and almost slaps a hand on his mouth because fucking what. 
His parents, who have known Shane for a very long time–literally all his life–look at him like he’s just grown a second head. 
“You… uh, you want to go to a restaurant? Outside? In public?” 
Nevermind the fact he’s never really been big on going out for food, his parents just flew an ungodly amount of hours straight from Japan, have suffered what seems to be many hardships to get to him, and haven’t had time to experience the couple of stages of grief Shane’s had the pleasure of going through over the past day or so. 
There is absolutely no way he would ever willingly walk into a restaurant with his parents in the immediate aftermath they're all standing in.
But Rozanov is sitting on his couch. Naked. Watching porn. Hands folded behind his head, showing off his muscles. Waiting for Shane to come home and kneel in between his legs.  
Shane clears his throat, shaking the thought from his head and sacrificing himself for the greater good. “For sure, uh, let’s–”
When he looks at her, his mom’s eyes are filled with tears. Great, now you’re acting so fucking weird you made mom cry, he thinks.
“Shane. Baby. You don’t have to do this. It’s just us, and we just want to talk, so why don’t we go inside?”
And that’s another thing. Of course they want to talk.
They just flew twenty-something hours from Osaka and all they know is that their son’s gay, and they’ve probably seen him cry in Hayden’s arms in that cursed fucking video.
He’s gonna have to go through it again. All of it. 
Through waking up, and being sick, and panicking, and driving to Brossard, and dealing with Theriault, Hayden finding out about Lily—all while Lily is in there. Naked on his couch. Jerking off to Public Disgrace’s back catalogue. Flexing his biceps for Shane and telling him to get on his knees and suck his cock. 
Fucking focus, he thinks. He’s not feeling very good right now, can feel himself not taking in enough air to breathe properly.
He tries counting, but the numbers keep slipping out of sequence, overlapping with having to explain to his parents that he was asleep when the video leaked, that’s he’s ruined things with his best friend, that none of his teammates even texted him, that he’s lost sponsors, and there are death threats, and he’s probably never gonna play for the Voyageurs ever again and–god, Yuna Hollander is in a committed decades-long relationship with the fucking Montreal Voyageurs, and Shane just got back from a meeting where he’s annihilated any chance to ever wear their jersey again.
All while Ilya fucking Rozanov sits on Shane’s fucking couch. Naked and watching porn. Waiting for Shane. 
He notices his dad has started working on the door again only when he hears the double clack of the key turning in the lock. 
“Wait,” he tries, spots blacking out his vision now as he hyperventilates. Is he gonna fucking faint, like a–like a Victorian maiden? What the fuck?
“Wait, I have to tell you something,” he shakes his head, trying to get rid of the spots in his vision, but that only serves to make him lose his balance a little as he follows his parents inside.
“Uh–what… what?” says his mother, looking straight at the living area of Shane’s open floor plan, and why the fuck is everything open space these days, what happened to rooms, where are you supposed to put your vacuum cleaner if everything's an open fucking space, and Ilya Rozanov is sitting on his couch.
Fully clothed. 
Holding a gigantic Starbucks frappuccino, and a copy of Cosmopolitan. 
Watching The Nanny on Shane’s TV.
He doesn’t even look embarrassed. He just puts the magazine and Starbucks on the table, with no fucking coaster, the absolute sheer audacity of this impossible man, and then he gets up, walks towards Shane and his parents, and stretches out a hand. 
“Hello,” he says.  
“Hello,” says David, shaking his hand with a perplexed face. 
“Shane?” says Yuna, looking at her son. 
Shane bypasses language entirely, crumples in on himself, and fades to black. 
—
When he comes to, he’s in bed. 
The electric curtains are still up, but the gauzy decorative ones his designer insisted on getting are drawn, and billowing in the afternoon breeze. Shane lets the darkness envelop him, and takes stock. 
He’s in his briefs; his clothes have been neatly folded and set on the dresser. 
He feels cottony all over, throat scratchy, but there’s a glass of water on his bedside table, so he helps himself to it. 
He can see Rozanov’s duffel bag sitting in front of his closet, so maybe he hasn’t been deported yet–or at the very least he hasn’t left yet. 
Shane’s life is made of rugs, and they keep getting pulled from under his feet. 
He takes a deep breath, grabs some clothes from the dresser, and makes his way downstairs.
It’s very quiet, so unless a multiple homicide has taken place in Shane’s condo, something had to give at some point while he was out.
Rozanov is, once again, standing in the kitchen, an almost perfect mirror from this morning, except now he’s cutting a pear into slices and using the wrong type of bowl to plate it. 
Shane surprises himself by not mentioning it.  
There’s a tray of food on the counter, and the other stacks the fruit on it together with half of Thursday’s allotted meals, properly laid out on actual ceramic instead of just resting inside their containers like Shane normally does. 
“I was just about to come wake you,” Rozanov says without looking up. 
“Oh. Thanks,” he says, and walks closer to look at the food. There is so much of it, including two of Shane’s favourite protein bars. “Where are my parents?” 
The other scrapes the peels off the kitchen island and into the caddy, rinsing the knife before putting it in the dishwasher. “Yuna said they are getting a room at the Humaniti, and you can call when you wake up.”
Shane blinks. “Yuna.”
Rozanov’s eyes zero in on him, roaming over his face to quickly try and ascertain whether Shane’s just being a little slow on the uptake or actually needs a doctor. He correctly diagnoses him as the former, and relaxes his shoulders.
“Your mother? Beautiful woman, looks like you, married to your father?”
Shane doesn't point out the sheer absurdity of him being on a first name basis with his mother when in six years first names between them have been withheld with the same ferocity of nuclear launch codes in a John le Carré novel. 
“What did you tell them? About, you know.” Shane makes an aborted hand gesture between the two of them.
“Nothing.”
He makes a pained noise in his throat, because come on. “So what, they just thought you were in the neighborhood?”
Rozanov arches a brow, setting a can of ginger ale on the tray and giving Shane a pointed look. “No. I tell them nothing, but your mother is smart. Your father probably figured something is going on when I picked you up and carried you upstairs like Sleeping fucking Beauty.” 
Oh, he thinks, disappointed to have missed out on the experience. 
“Did… did you…” Shane clears his throat. “Take my clothes off?”
Rozanov doesn’t look very impressed with Shane at the moment. 
“Yes, Hollander. You were wearing outside clothes, and I needed to put you in bed. So I took them off.”
Oh, he thinks again.
The other points at the tray of food. “You want to eat in bed or here?” 
Shane would normally balk at the idea of bringing food into the bedroom, but this day has already been surreal enough that one more act of disruption can't really derail things much further. 
He thinks about burrowing under the comforter and taking bites of the pear Rozanov has painstakingly cut up for him in the contained microcosm of the bed where he’d laid Shane after taking his outside clothes off, where they’d both slept last night after he drove over just because Shane had asked, and knows his answer immediately.
“Bed.”
Rozanov looks surprised for a second, then schools his face and picks up the tray, motioning Shane towards the stairs. 
—
Rozanov closes the balcony door behind him, drops his cigarettes on Shane's dresser and gets under the covers with Shane, careful not to jostle the tray in the process. 
“Are you just gonna sit there and watch me eat?”
“I do like to watch.”
Shane's picking at the food, taking a bite every once in a while. 
He's not trying to be difficult, he's really not. He knows his body needs fuel to function, knows he can't put off eating forever, if anything because collapsing from stress and exhaustion so that the people around you have to take care of you is not responsible Shane Hollander behavior, but it's been a difficult couple of days. 
He doesn't want to eat his usual, like this is just another normal day. 
“You don't like?” says Rozanov, almost reading his mind.
“It's fine.”
“Another five star review from food critic Shane Hollander.”
Shane gives him a smile, but it's a tired one.
“I will order food if you don't want that, just tell me what you want. I would make something but you only have sad ingredients.”
“I’m on a macrobiotic diet,” he says. 
“Bless you.”
Shane huffs out a tired laugh, and rubs his forehead. 
He doesn't know how to explain that, if he eats this food today, he won't be able to have it again without thinking of the way Latulippe had stared at him like he was a problem that needed fixing. 
Shane actually likes salmon, he doesn't want to have to stop having it just because he cried in his car about having to leave Montreal, and he knows that if he eats what's in his plate it's going to be a really long time before he's gonna be able to have it again without feeling the same exact way he’d felt in the garage. Down to the texture of the steering wheel where he'd gripped it so tight his knuckles had gone white. 
So he shrugs.
“This is fine.”
“I was outside smoking maybe ten minutes. You have not even eaten quarter of the plate. Is not fine.”
“Rozanov. Please drop it.” 
Shane looks up at the other, and clasps his knee with his hand to try and make it clear he's not being argumentative for no reason; he’s just worn through.
Rozanov visibly bites back a retort, and picks up a slice of pear instead.
He brings it to Shane's mouth in a slow trajectory, as if he's worried Shane will startle if he moves too quickly. 
The pear is safe, Shane knows that. It's just a pear, he never eats those. His nutritionist brings them whenever they’re in season, tells him they are “nature’s treat,” but Shane usually takes them over to Hayd’s because pears are Ruby’s favorites. 
He could have the fruit now, and it would be okay if it took on the bitter taste of the last couple of days. 
They stare at each other for a handful of seconds, Shane's breath catching in his throat at the determination written over the other’s face.
“Open” Rozanov says.
So Shane does. 
He takes the pear between his teeth, careful of Rozanov's fingers, and chews. Swallows. 
Rozanov picks up another chunk of fruit, and Shane's mouth opens on its own accord.
This time he lets his tongue slide along Rozanov's fingertips as he takes the fruit.
“I know what you are doing,” Rozanov murmurs, picking up another pear slice. 
Shane takes it, conscious of the way the other's fingers linger briefly against his bottom lip as he chews. 
He swallows, and chases the fingers with his tongue, taking them in his mouth, and he’s powerless to stop the moan that wrenches free when Rozanov presses down on his tongue and strokes there. 
Shane closes his eyes and gets lost in the sensation. It's a minute or an hour before Rozanov says again, “Open.”
He opens his eyes, and sees that Rozanov's other hand is holding another slice. 
Shane releases his fingers and watches, transfixed, as a tendril of spit stretches between them before breaking. He licks his lips and opens his mouth again, waiting for Rozanov.
The other's pupils are completely blown out, and he's looking at Shane with so much intensity that Shane has to close his eyes again against the onslaught of lust he feels. 
This time, the slice of pear drags across his bottom lip before Rozanov feeds it to him, and then uses his mouth to taste the sweetness. 
Shane chases Rozanov's lips when they pull away, and they look at each other again. 
The weight of those three words sits heavy on his tongue, but they’re terrifying, and he’s a coward.
Time slows down to a trickle.
Stops. 
“Ilya,” he says instead, feels warmth flooding his chest at the way the other's breath stutters. 
Shane's careful with the tray, pushes it to the bench at the foot of the bed before shifting to his knees, pressing closer to Rozanov and settling himself between his open legs. 
There's a slight tremor running through his hands, and he presses it into the other's skin, caresses up his arms and down his chest. Tips forward to kiss the bolt of his jaw, his cheek, his mouth.
Rozanov looks at him like he's something holy, and Shane has to swallow around the knot in his throat.
“Ilya,” he says again, and closes his eyes when Ilya kisses him.
—
There's an undeniable truth in the fact Shane Hollander is never at home in his body unless he's on the ice. 
But if you look closely, if you let your eyes adjust to the dark, you'll find there is poetry in the way Shane's body curves towards Ilya’s, turns to him the way a sunflower turns towards the sun. 
And there is another truth about Shane Hollander, quieter but no less certain: when Ilya touches him, he feels like he fits inside his skin. 
—
They’re lying together on the couch, tangled up in each other. Ilya’s hands are warm on the skin under Shane’s hoodie. One of Ilya's thighs is thrown over his to pin him there, as the game he’s not allowed to play unfolds on television. 
Shane knows he should probably feel some type of way about this, but the truth is startling in its simplicity; Ilya’s body is warm and solid, and given the current state of things, Shane would rather be here than at Centre Bell. 
He’s been trying to type out a message in his family group chat for the better part of ten minutes, but each time he thinks he has something he reads it over and finds it stupid. Not enough information. Too much information.  
“Your defense is fucking joke,” Ilya says as the Reapers score another completely avoidable goal. 
He still has a grain of team loyalty in him, so he says nothing, but given the Voyageurs’ defense includes Gilbert Comeau, Shane is inclined to agree with the sentiment. 
He backspaces on yet another message for his mom and dad, and sighs. 
“How do you tell your parents you know shit’s weird and you fucked up, and make sure they still love you after you’ve said the thing?”
“You’re asking the wrong person,” Ilya says, uncharacteristically subdued.
Shane doesn’t know exactly what’s going on with the other’s family, but the little he’s been able to glean over the years doesn’t point at a dynamic Shane’s ever experienced before. 
“Sorry,” he says, tilting his head back to kiss the underside of Ilya’s chin in apology.
“You Canadians sicken me. Stop saying sorry for things you have not done.” 
Shane kisses him again. “Sorry,” he says just to spite Ilya, who playfully takes the tip of Shane’s ear in his mouth and shakes lightly, making Shane laugh and flooding him with a tingling wave of something he's definitely not going to examine while texting his parents. 
In the end, he settles on a version of his thoughts that’s not going to cause his parents to run back to the apartment clamoring for answers.



Shane
Hey guys
I’m sorry about today. I know there are a lot of things to talk about, and I want to talk about them with you.
Can we please do that soon? I need a little time to put my ducks in a row. A lot has happened. 
 
Mom 
Hello baby, how are you feeling? 
And yes, take all the time you need. We’re staying at the Humaniti for as long as you want. 
Dad
Did you eat something? Ilya said you skipped meals yesterday. 
I know you don’t like nagging, but I’m contractually obligated to do so. It’s in the dad handbook 😎
So, eat something. 
 
Shane
I’m okay. Slept a few hours. Sorry for scaring you.
Yes dad, I ate something. 



Ilya had kept feeding him pear slices in between kisses, and then Shane had let him bring a protein bar to his mouth, and do the same until neither of them was thinking about food anymore.



Mom 
Do you or Farah need me to help with anything? 
 
Shane 
No, thank you mom.
 But I’m sorry, I think I lost a few sponsorships. I know you worked really hard on those. 
 
Mom 
They lost you, baby, not the other way around. 
Dad
We love you so much. So much. 
We only want you to be happy. 
 
 
Shane realizes he’s crying again only because Ilya’s fingers are on his face, drying the tear tracks there as he presses gentle kisses into his hair, murmuring reassurances that he’s okay, his parents are okay, things will be okay. 
It only makes Shane want to cry more, because if this is what Ilya is going to be like from now on, there is no way in hell that Shane’s going to be able to let him leave and still be okay afterwards–and why the hell did they spend so many years not doing this anyway? It was so much better than sneaking in and out of hotel rooms pretending he hadn’t wanted to stay every single time. 



Shane
Thank you. I love you too. I promise I will call soon so we can talk more. 
 
Mom 
Whenever you're ready, honey. 
Dad
Take as much time as possible. You know I love me a hotel breakfast 🥞🧇🥯🥓😋
Mom 
They also have a spa here so really, we’re in no rush. 
Say hi to Ilya for us. 



Shane chokes out a laugh. “My parents say hi.” He feels Ilya’s answering smile form against the back of his neck.
He sets his phone on the table, and focuses his attention back on the game. In the time it’s taken him to text his parents, the Reapers scored another 2 goals. 
Shane makes a displeased noise and grabs Ilya’s arms, wrapping them more closely around himself. 
“You are not there, and they don't know what to do. They never deserved you,” Ilya says, holding him tight against his chest. 
—
Shane has a revelation, just about then. 
He’s never played a Voyageurs game without Hayden. 
There’d been times when one of them had been on IR, or Theriault had been experimenting so they hadn’t been on the same line, but they’d been still sitting next to each other on the bench, running commentary and gravitating to each other’s orbit. 
This is the first game in his entire life that Shane’s been forced not to play, and Hayden isn’t playing either, and their friendship feels so distant and unattainable it’s like someone scooped out a part of his heart with a rusty spoon.
He misses his best friend. 
He’d tried to call him earlier, when Ilya was in the shower–he’d gone out on the balcony and tapped Hayden's name in the call log, shuffling his feet as he waited for the ringback tone to stop and for his best friend to pick up. 
He hadn’t. 
But now Shane is here, cuddling with a 6’3’’ body pillow while the Voyageurs play some of the worst hockey Shane’s ever seen in his life, and he really wants to talk to his best friend. 
He decides to text Jackie instead, should have probably done it sooner considering what Hayden had told him yesterday. 
 
Shane
Hey Jackjack. How are you and all my favorite babies?
 
Jackie
What’s up buttercup
We’re all good, and you? Having the time of your life?
 
Shane 
For sure
How’s Hayden?
 
Jackie
Processing
I don’t know what happened, but I know he loves you
He’s always saying how he’s never had a best friend before, how glad he is it’s you. Whatever it is, you guys will be okay.
 
Shane 
I hope so.
And he can tell you
Tell him I said he can tell you, if he needs someone to talk to.
 
Jackie
He won’t. He knows that if he tells me, I’ll bring logic into the argument and make him realize he’s being unreasonable.
He would have to stop sulking and act like a grown up instead
But thank you sweetie pie ♥️



He knows he should probably tell her himself, but it doesn’t feel like the right moment. He wants to know things with Hayden will be okay first.
 
Shane
Thanks Jackie
And I’m sorry about the shitty things people are saying about you and me and him
if there is anything I can do for you and the kids, please let me know 
 
Jackie 
Well the girls do need new backpacks… jk… unless?
No but it’s all good boo, I promise. I’m more worried about your cute little face
Unless of course you’re actually in a secret relationship with my husband and planning on taking him away from me. 
I’ll fight you for him, these hands are rated E for everyone
 
Shane 
Of course. What type of backpacks? Are we still Paw Patrol people?
Also you can have him, he snores too much for me
 
Jackie 
I was kidding about the backpacks, relax uncle Shane 
Let’s fight over my husband now 😇 (but seriously, are you ok? You know you can talk to me pumpkin)
All this raw animal magnetism really gets me hot under the collar



She sends him a picture of Hayden asleep with his mouth open, head bonked on the couch and a line of drool making its way down his face. Shane is very careful to tilt his phone away from Ilya, so the other can’t add any more material to his Voyageurs’ 15th Best Player standup routine. 
Shane bites his lip, wondering if it’s okay to say the thing that came into his mind in response. Considering this is Jackie, and they’ve always talked like this between them, it probably is, even now.



Shane
I've seen him naked, I know all about his raw animal magnetism.
 
Jackie 
???
Need you to confirm real quick that it was a dick joke you just made??? 
jeez you out one guy via nanny cam and all of a sudden he's Samantha Jones



Shane blinks. Despite what some people think, he’s not a completely clueless hockey robot, so he knows that’s not a real person, for sure someone from a show or movie, but he’s not super sure which one, although he does have an inkling. He hates not understanding a joke. “Who's Samantha Jones?” he asks Ilya.
The other makes a sleepy noise. “Sex and the City? That Samantha Jones?” A beat. “Are you still texting your parents?” he sounds so incredulous it makes Shane laugh. 
“No, Jackie,” he says, showing the other his phone screen. “Hayden’s wife. We're close.”
Ilya looks at the text chain and makes a strangled noise in the back of his throat, “You look at Pike when he's naked?”
He thunks his head against Ilya’s chest in response, “Not like that, just sometimes it's right fucking there staring at me. You're in locker rooms all year too, you know how it is.”
“Yes, I know you looked at me in the shower one second and got hard immediately. Is that what happens in the Voyageurs’ locker room?”
Shane rolls his eyes, and deadpans, “Yes, as captain I am very conscious about team morale, so I service each of them after a good game.”
Ilya barks out a surprised laugh, wrapping his arms more tightly around Shane. “Fuck, you are Samantha Jones.”
Shane wriggles out of the embrace and hits Ilya in the face with a pillow, laughing at the other’s scandalized expression. In a second, Ilya pounces, and they’re tumbling to the floor, Ilya pinning him to the ground with his hips. 
Shane cups a hand against Ilya’s face, and knows he’s smiling, can feel himself grin and his eyes crinkle at the corners. He feels so happy, in this impossible moment, living inside an impossible bubble they’ve created where it’s just them and the outside world might not exist at all. 
Ilya is smiling too, so sweet that Shane has to bite his lip to stop himself from saying something stupid just then, like I don’t think I could have survived today without you here or I don't think I've ever felt this way about anyone else. 
Ilya turns his face into Shane’s palm, presses a kiss there, on the scar on his pinky, on the tip of Shane’s crooked middle finger. He turns the hand over and kisses the mole there, rubs his thumb into it.
He holds Shane's gaze.
“You are beautiful when you smile,” he says, and Shane has no other option but to tilt his chin up and kiss the corner of Ilya's mouth. 
—
Shane is being tortured.
“Please,” he gasps, fingers clawing against the bedsheets.
Ilya hums, running a hand up and down Shane’s thigh while the other is busy opening him up. “Please what?”
Shane tries to breathe through the sensation of fingers rubbing over his prostate in merciless circles. He doesn’t want to come like this, wants to come on Ilya’s cock, but if the other keeps going there is absolutely no way Shane will be able to hold on. 
“Please, I’m ready, put–just fuck me.” 
Ilya hums again, spreading his own legs wider where he's kneeling, nudging Shane's legs open even further. He withdraws his fingers, Shane clenching at the sudden feeling of emptiness, but it’s just a second before the fingers are back, coated in more lube, and they somehow feel like more now. 
“How many–how many fingers–”
“Four,” Ilya says reverently. 
Shane moans–he has never taken four, they’ve never had time to get there, sometimes they barely make it to three before one of them moves things forward because their time is always running out.
It feels so fucking good, to be spread out like this, with Ilya towering above him, inside of him, working his fingers in and out of Shane in slow, controlled movements. Shane can read the way this is affecting the other in the strain of Ilya’s muscles, in the way he keeps licking his lips, greedy eyes caressing all over Shane’s body before tracking back to his ass, to where he’s fucking Shane open, has been for so long because they have time.
“Fuck, you’re so loose for me I could put my whole hand inside.”
Shane's moan is ripped from his throat unbidden, and he slaps a hand on his mouth to hide it but it's too late because Ilya is already looking at him with eyes so dark there is only a suggestion of color around the pupil.
“You would like that.”
It's not a question. 
Shane doesn't have the mental bandwidth to contemplate exactly why the thought of Ilya’s whole hand inside of him turns him on so fucking much, so he says “Please,” because he's always begging Ilya one way or another.
Ilya's breathing is labored, eyes roving over Shane's face as he tips forward to crash his mouth into Shane’s.
“Please what,” he murmurs again into the space between their lips before taking Shane’s bottom lip into his mouth and sucking.
Shane can’t breathe, but for once, for once this goddamned fucking week it’s not for something awful, it’s because he’s so turned on his dick hurts, because he needs Ilya to fuck him now, deep so he feels it in his throat, hard like he’s trying to put Shane through the mattress. 
“I want you inside,” he groans.
“I am.”
As if to prove that point, four fingers press up into his prostate as Ilya’s other hand pushes down onto his lower abdomen, making Shane jolt up and claw at the other’s shoulders. He’s gonna come. He’s gonna fucking come like this, with four fucking fingers inside of him and Ilya torturing him.
“Ilya,” he says, broken and exasperated, makes a blind grab for Ilya’s dick with trembling fingers to try and get him to cave in, but the other takes his hand and pins it by Shane's head instead.  
Goddamn it.
“I don’t wanna come like this, please Ilya,” he tries again, using whatever strength is left in him at that moment to free himself from the weight of Ilya’s body. He starts turning so he can get on his knees, push himself back and sink himself on Ilya’s cock if the other won’t do it, but Ilya pins him back down so he stays on his back instead.
“Like this” Ilya manhandles him until Shane’s legs are hiked on Ilya’s shoulders, and then he’s pressing forward into Shane, the head of his cock finally, finally catching on Shane’s rim. “Let me look at you.”
Shane’s head has been gloriously emptied of anything that is not the man above him, pushing forward until he’s inside Shane and they’re both groaning, Shane’s breath hitching as Ilya just keeps going, keeps sliding into him until there’s nowhere else to go and he feels so big, inside of Shane, in his field of vision, in his head.
Shane buries a hand in Ilya's curls, pulls him down for a kiss. “Please,” he says again, begging for things he doesn't think he's allowed to ask, but desperately wants anyway.
“Tell me,” Ilya says, an edge of desperation in his voice. “Say it, Shane, please, say it and I’ll say it back, I'll give it to you, I'll give you anything you want–” 
His voice catches on the last word, and he folds down to touch their foreheads together, showering kisses over Shane’s chin, nose, lips, sliding his tongue over Shane’s mouth and forcing his way inside as soon as Shane opens up, sucks Shane’s tongue and Shane can’t think and it’s so good, he wants to say it, but he can’t think, Ilya’s hands everywhere on his body, scorching hot like a brand.
“Ilya, please,” he doesn't know what he's asking for now, just that he wants it, something, anything, everything– “Please, I need you, plea–” the next thrust hits his prostate just right and he feels tears rolling down his cheeks now, looks up at Ilya and wants to fucking say it, because what else is there for him if not Ilya’s thrusts and the way their bodies respond to each other, pushing and pulling until the orbit draws them close, closer, closest, until they collide and Shane can’t figure out where he ends and where the other begins. 
Shane looks up at Ilya through tears, wants Ilya to mark him and own him and show him off and let the world know that there is no one else that is ever going to compare, no one else is ever going to be enough for him, never–
Ilya’s hand cups his jaw, thumb on his chin. He looks at him, eyes so dark and beautiful and he’s so gone for this man, so fucking overwhelmed by the sheer volume of what he feels that he almost misses it when Ilya uses the thumb on his chin to push Shane's mouth open, looks at him, and says;
“You are mine,” then spits into Shane's mouth. 
Shane comes so hard he whites out.
—
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Waking up next to Ilya Rozanov feels like a religious experience. 
He looks cast in marble as he rests against the pillows, face relaxed and peaceful, sunlight filtering through the windows, gilding his skin. 
Looking at him almost hurts.
Shane raises a hand to trace the perfect slope of his nose, the cut of his jaw, the arch of his brow. 
You are mine too, he thinks. 
What's gonna happen when Ilya has to leave? When he goes back to Boston, to a life that includes Shane only tangentially; two parallel lines intersecting only a handful of times each year.
What’s gonna happen to Shane’s body when he can’t reach out and touch Ilya whenever he wants, press himself against the other? What’s gonna happen to Shane’s heart when Ilya is not there with him, not his, gone somewhere Shane can’t follow?
What indeed. 
He curls up towards the other, gives himself permission to keep watching Ilya as he sleeps, but doesn’t touch him anymore. 
—
“What’s that?” Shane says as he walks into the kitchen. 
Ilya slides a bowl of oatmeal in front of him, “Breakfast.”
There’s an almost identical bowl on Ilya's side of the table, except his, on top of apple slices and a dusting of cinnamon, also has a generous helping of maple syrup. Shane frowns. 
“I have maple syrup?” 
“I found it in there,” Ilya says, pointing at a cabinet positioned so high above the fridge that Shane never even looks at it. 
“Oh. I thought that was empty. What else is in there?”
Ilya arches a brow, “A box of Betty Crocker’s devil’s food, a packet of Biscoffs, and condensed milk.”
“Ah,” Shane says, settling into the chair and taking a sip of the green tea that’s been placed next to the bowl. “That's probably my dad’s then. He has a sweet tooth.” 
Ilya has enough common sense not to ask why Shane’s father is hiding sweets in Shane’s own house, and Shane’s grateful for that because he doesn’t feel like explaining that if he has sweets in the house it’s not gonna be a fun time for his mind or body. He can ask his dad to move the food to another mysterious cabinet once Shane has his parents over to talk. 
“Good for me,” Ilya simply says, grabbing his spoon and loading it up. “I take a bite, you take a bite, yes?” 
Shane freezes, looking up. “What?”
“Food. I made the same, so is equal. I eat a bite, you eat one. Deal?”
Shane’s brain goes static and quiet for a second, rebooting. He doesn’t know what to do with the dull ache under his ribs, with the way his throat closes up. 
Ilya is so gentle with him here, has been ever since he arrived the other night, and Shane’s in trouble because he can feel himself getting used to it, thinks he wouldn’t mind getting sliced in half and letting Ilya claw his way inside Shane’s chest, burrow under his ribs, take up permanent residence there, tucked beneath the bone where nothing could ever pry him loose. 
He clears his throat. “Deal.”
It's slow going, mostly because Shane can’t seem to stay in the room, his mind wandering further afield with every spoonful of oatmeal, and he's thinking about the food, the calories, and the danger of tying all of this together—the oatmeal, Ilya, this morning, the feeling of being cared for.
He lets his head drift through each thought without latching on to any particular one, and eats whenever Ilya does.
—
Realistically speaking, it can’t last. 
Like, the whole thing. 
It just can’t.
Not to be overly dramatic, but they’re both professional hockey players on two competing teams’ rosters, both playing for a homophobic league that has a history of erasing any evidence of its players being anything other than appropriately masculine. 
It’s not like this thing–this anomaly between them, these two days of abnormal behavior that are keeping Shane upright–it can’t continue. 
Ilya is going to leave, and Shane is going to have to let him, and he’s going to have to pretend it doesn’t tear him in two to do so.
—
“I like C.C., she's very direct with what she wants.” 
Shane can't believe he spent twenty-eight thousand Canadian dollars (before taxes) on a 77-inch television just so Ilya Rozanov could watch The Nanny on it as he spoons Shane into an early grave. 
Ilya had asked if they could watch a couple more episodes before making use of Shane’s home gym equipment, but a couple more episodes had turned into six, into eight, twelve, and then Ilya had plied him with kisses into lying down on his side, and the gym had been all but forgotten. 
Now Ilya was pressed against the back of the couch, Shane fastened to him back to chest, arms curled tight around Ilya’s, where they rest against his midsection. 
They're pressed so close together that, as they watch, Shane feels Ilya's chuckles reverberate through him by osmosis. He feels the play of Ilya's muscles down to the smallest shift as Ilya rewinds scenes over and over to listen again, muttering Niles' lines back to himself in an amused whisper, lips brushing against the shell of Shane's ear the entire time.
Shane would let this man peel his ribcage open like a tin of sardines.
“Are you taking chirping lessons from a 90s sitcom?”
Ilya pinches his side, making him squirm. “Is good for learning, they talk fast but clear, with different accents. Lot of specific jokes about things I don't know much of.” He clears his throat, almost embarrassed at the admission. “It’s good.”
Shane hums, burrowing further into Ilya's side. 
He’s never going to admit it, partly because he thinks it would come across as condescending, partly because he knows Ilya would just mock him for saying it, but Shane’s so impressed with the way Ilya has learned to wrap himself around English to the point where he’s not only so good at terrorizing other players on the ice, but also so good at making Shane laugh constantly with his deadpan humor and dry delivery. 
By now Shane has learned that Ilya cutting prepositions and pronouns from his sentences is not done because he doesn't know them, but because his brain’s thinking so quickly sometimes that the poor insufficient English language just can’t keep up with him. 
Shane knows that if he ever were to learn Russian, he wouldn't fare nearly as well as Ilya has. But maybe he could try? For Ilya, he could–he could try. He could do it. 
Shane shakes the thought away, grabs one of Ilya’s hands and nuzzles against it, the other’s fingers immediately moving to caress his face as the canned laughter on TV serves as a background for this surreal tableau they’re forming. 
Cuddling on the couch with Ilya Rozanov is understated in its simplicity, but also a cosmic improbability that Shane feels down to the very marrow. 
It might be one of the best moments of his life–the best, even. 
So, of course it doesn’t last. 
—
It starts hitting Shane in waves, the domino effect of events that led them to these moments together.
One second he's thinking about Ilya's fingers rubbing the skin of his collarbone soothingly, the next he's thinking about Ilya being there, about why Ilya drove to Montreal late at night in the middle of a game week. 
You asked, he thinks. You called. You called because you couldn't breathe. You couldn't breathe because your life's in pieces, and he came to pick them up.
Each time he feels his thoughts starting to spiral a little too fast, Ilya's hand moves to rest above his heart, fingers tapping against the skin there. 
“Breathe,” he says. 
Shane does, and relaxes back into Ilya's back, is rewarded each time with a kiss to the top of his head. 
After a while, Ilya doesn't even have to speak the word anymore; he starts breathing a little too fast, fingers gripping Ilya’s a little too tight, and Ilya squeezes his pec, tapping his fingers against the skin. Shane breathes. They keep watching television. 
Shane knows he’s probably fucked, well and truly, because Ilya is going to leave, and what happens when he does? 
How’s Shane supposed to go back to the way things were, when he knows there is a way of things where Ilya holds him close, and makes sure he doesn’t get too in his own head? 
What's he supposed to do with all these feelings? Where is he supposed to put them? What do you do with them? How do people live like this, all the time, in all the books, and all the songs, and all the movies, how do people breathe when they feel like this?
It’s insane. People are insane. 
He’s fucking insane, lying here in Ilya Rozanov’s arms thinking Shane’s–he’s what, he’s–he can’t be, because if he is, if he really is, then it’s a problem, because one shoe is on the floor but where’s the other? He can’t see it, but he knows it’s gotta be around here somewhere. 
Six years meeting every few months to fuck, and now what, now he thinks Ilya Rozanov’s gonna stay here and become his fucking WAG or something? He’s gonna–he’s gonna what, retire so they can be together, and move to Montreal, and meet Jackie and Hayden and what, come out? While he’s fucking Russian? While he has family in Moscow he visits every summer? 
Fuck no. 
There is a reason why they don’t do this, don’t blur the line, don’t call each other, don’t say each other’s names, because once you blur the line you’re on the other side of the Nile, and the grass is so much greener, the air so much sweeter, but this isn’t real, it can’t be real, because if it’s real then he has to think about realizing a future where he somehow is able to put Shane and Hollander in the same room, drag one out into the light and make sure he doesn’t annihilate the other in the process. It’s so much fucking work, it’s fucking terrifying, so he can’t–can’t be-
You know you are, says a voice inside his head. You know what this is. 
Fuck you, thinks Shane, and keeps watching The Nanny.
—
There is a joke in there somewhere about immovable objects and unstoppable forces, but Shane finds he’s getting very good at not naming what he is in any of this, so it only makes sense that, when the two do collide, it’s a seismic event of cataclysmic proportions. 
—
“Who’s Shannon?” 
Ilya’s phone has been buzzing on the coffee table for a while, a series of texts lighting up the screen. Shane’s really tried to keep watching the show and let it go, but the messages just keep coming, and a knot of dread has formed in the pit of his stomach. 
Behind him, Ilya keeps moving his hand across Shane's lower abdomen in a slow caress. “Who?”
“Shannon. She sent you like 10 texts in a row.”
Ilya kisses the top of his head. “No one, just some girl from a club in Boston.”
He feels himself tense up, and knows Ilya feels it too, because he kisses his head again, taps his fingers against Shane's chest, signaling he should breathe. 
He tries.
Maybe not that hard, but he tries.
“She sent another text just now. Maybe it's important, maybe you should look at them?” 
Ilya heaves a sigh as Shane reaches forward and grabs the other’s phone, holding it in the air above them for Ilya to pick up.
“1051410.” 
“What's that?”
“The pass code. You read her texts, I don't care.”
Shane bites his lip. 
Does he care? 
Kinda, yeah. Maybe it’s stupid and immature, but if he's cuddled up on the couch with Ilya he doesn't really want to sit there and watch the evidence of other people Ilya’s fucking light up his phone. 
This Shannon might be “just some girl from a club in Boston,” but Ilya has slept with her, that's the subtext here, Shane's not stupid. When did he sleep with her? Was it the same night Shane had called and asked him to come over? 
Did he ruin Ilya's night when he called? Maybe he had plans with this Shannon, and now she was texting him fifty times because she was mad.
Did she matter? Was she someone Ilya slept with once, or was she like him, someone Ilya had kept going back to for years, reaching out across countries and continents for her? Why was she texting him so many fucking times, who was she, fuck.
Shane fails the biometrics lock on Ilya's phone, and taps the digits of his pass code when prompted.



Shannon
baby I miss you



He closes his eyes, clenching his jaw so he doesn't say anything, molars grinding against each other. Who the fuck is she, calling Ilya Rozanov ‘baby’ like she can–can she? Did he tell her she could?–calling Ilya Rozanov ‘baby’ like he’s hers, when he’s not, he’s fucking not–isn’t he though? Maybe? Maybe she can fucking say it, maybe she’s not a fucking coward who’s afraid of her own shadow, so maybe–maybe Ilya Rozanov is hers, and Shane’s nothing but an idiot, a moron, a fucking dumbass.



Shannon
I need your big dick inside of me
will you give it to me?



There's two pictures then.
A painfully beautiful woman in red lingerie, kneeling on a bed in front of a mirror.
Her hair is so long, curled so perfectly. It looks so soft. Shane's by no means a connoisseur of the female body, but hers looks unreal, with each curve covered in lace. She looks like a painter has spent his whole life refining every feature until he's achieved perfection, and she’s what you see on the canvas once he’s put down the brush.
Shane knows it's coming, but hurts himself with it anyway. 
The second picture is her still kneeling on the bed, but she's not wearing a bra now, and the hand not holding the phone is inside her panties. 
Miles and miles of skin and not a single fucking flaw in sight. Of course she gets to fucking call him baby. Of course he’s fucking hers. 



Shannon 
 
will you come over tonight? my pussy feels empty without you



Shane clears his throat then, decides he’s seen enough to last him several lifetimes, and takes care to set the phone face down on the table instead of following his first impulse and throwing it against the television, where The Nanny is still playing, because they're supposed to be watching, because Rozanov fucking likes The Nanny.
“She said she misses your, uh-quote, big dick, and wants you to go fuck her tonight.”
Rozanov snorts, “Guess you have something in common then, uh?”
Fuck you, Shane thinks. Fuck you for being hers, and for making me lie here thinking I'm–when you’re–
“Maybe you should. You're leaving today, no? If you drive fast enough, you can still make it to hers tonight.”
Behind him, Rozanov goes absolutely still. When he talks, his voice is low and uncharacteristically empty and wrong, but Shane doesn’t let himself care. 
“You are doing this on purpose, but I don't understand why.”
Shane shrugs, untangling himself from Rozanov's arms and getting up from the couch. 
There's an agitated buzz under his skin, the same one he feels when he's on the ice sometimes and the other team has an enforcer, or a player known for having a fuse a bit too short. The same buzz he feels when he’s gearing up for a fight.
He grabs a can of 7up from the fridge, because at this point fuck 7up, he's never gonna touch another can of this shit in his life without thinking of this or the last few days, but who fucking cares, 7up tastes like spicy sewage anyway.
“I'm not doing anything,” he lies badly.
When he looks back, Ilya is frowning, phone in hand, and Shane’s blood goes from freezing to boiling in the span of a second.
“Are you fucking texting her right now?” 
Rozanov’s head snaps up, and now he looks pissed too. 
Good, Shane thinks. Let’s fucking go. 
“No I’m not fucking–did you look at her?”
Shane scoffs, “Yeah, she’s really beautiful, congratulations.”
The other gets up from the couch, reaching the kitchen in a couple of strides. “Shane, look at her,” he says, pushing his phone under Shane’s nose. He swats it away, but Rozanov doesn’t drop his hand. 
“I’m good, thanks. Don’t need a second look.” 
Rozanov shakes his phone at Shane, anger in his voice. “Fucking look at her, now,” he says again, and Shane’s so fucking weak for that voice, because he looks again. 
She’s still objectively breathtaking. Probably a model. Hadn’t Vulture written an article once, ranking all the women Rozanov had slept with? The known ones, at any rate. Shane had thought it was disgusting, ranking women like that, but had read on anyway, taking in the details of each one. More than half were models. All gorgeous. 
“Yep, she’s still naked with a hand down her underwear. You must be proud, she’s so hot for your big dick she can’t even wait and has to text you and send not one but two pictures.”
He’s breathing hard now, and he’s so fucking angry–at Rozanov, sure, but more than that he’s angry at himself. 
How many times, how many fucking times had he texted the other, told him he missed his dick, wanted to have it in his mouth, in his hand, in his ass, wanted to be filled up, how many times–and all the while, all the while Shane is nothing but another number in Rozanov’s phone, Shane and Shannon, so he can have whichever he wants based on whether he wants cock or pussy that day. 
She asked him to go to hers that night. Hadn’t Shane done the exact same fucking thing just two days ago? Where was the difference? 
Fucking stupid, you’re fucking stupid, he thinks again.
“Shane,” Rozanov’s voice is hard, echoes dully in Shane’s ears. “Her hair is black. Her eyes are brown. She has freckles. What the fuck do you think that means?”
Shane drags a hand through his hair in frustration. “You have a type, so fucking what?! I look like her, great, so happy for you, do you get like, discounts at Target if you fuck ten of us and bring in proof?” 
Rozanov shoots him a scathing look, “I do have type, the type is you, you–you stupid fuck, she looks like you, not opposite!” 
It’s the first time in Shane’s life that he’s heard the other raise his voice off the ice. 
It jars him so much that Shane’s brain needs a second to process the different layers of information. He takes long enough that Rozanov starts shaking his head, muttering to himself in Russian as he walks to a stool, makes a grab for it but then turns around instead and goes back to Shane. 
“You don’t get it, do you. You’re so stuck inside your head you don’t even fucking see me.”
Shane’s still breathing hard, pleading with his brain to think faster, to properly measure the weight of what Rozanov just said, to parse the meaning underneath this whole argument, because–what are they saying, what are they doing to each other? 
His answer comes out half broken in a whisper. “I do see you.”
The other shakes his head, “No, no you really don’t. I’m here, Shane. I told coach I had family emergency and needed a few days to go to Russia, but I don’t see Saint Basil’s from fucking window because I’m here with you.” 
He swallows around the knot in his throat. “Ilya-”
“Don’t fucking Ilya me. Is not a free pass, doesn’t work like that.” 
“I'm sorry, I don’t–” I'm scared, he doesn’t say. I’m scared because when you leave there’s not gonna be anything holding me together, and I'm not ready to let you go.
“You don’t what.” 
He laughs, high pitched and off-kilter. “I don’t know how to say it-”
“Try.”
Shane hugs himself, feels tears welling up in his eyes and wills himself not to cry, because fuck, he feels so stupid, he doesn’t need to cry on top of everything else, but it’s a battle he knows he’s gonna lose. 
When you leave, I am going to miss you, he thinks, It's going to kill me, and you’ll be gone, and I will think about you, and miss you. It will fucking kill me.  
Ilya’s eyes look at the wetness in his and he walks closer, raising a hand towards Shane’s face but stopping midway through instead. Right now, Shane wants to feel that touch on his face more than he wants to play hockey, and that’s what he was afraid of, wasn’t it? It’s already killing him, and Ilya is still there, in Shane’s condo. 
What had they done to each other?
“I called you,” Ilya says, voice dragging like gravel. He almost sounds as broken as Shane feels. “I called you and you asked me to come, and I came. I am here, Shane. Do you see me? Standing here in your kitchen where I made breakfast for us?”
He shakes his head sadly before bringing up his hand again like he can’t stop himself, cups Shane’s face and dries the tears there. 
How many times has he done this in the past two days? Shane has truly lost count, but each time it’s made him feel like he was important, like he was good enough for Ilya to care, and it had only made him want to be better, to deserve the kindness and give it back, to hold Ilya and show him, if he couldn’t say it, show how much he–
“Do you know what it means, that I am here and not in Boston?”
Shane swallows around the knot in his throat, tries to get the tears under control. 
“I hold you, and I make sure you eat, and I fuck you, and you look at me like you know, but you don’t say it, and it–it makes me feel like you don’t want–ty menya khochesh'? Ty mozhesh'?”
Shane doesn’t know Russian, but he does know that he wants this, wants him, has only ever wanted one thing his whole life with the same intense magnitude, and that thing is hockey, and hockey is where he’s free, where he fits, where he’s himself. 
Ilya is too, he knows even if it scares him, he knows Ilya’s that place inside of Shane where the noise of all things grows quiet and he can breathe. Where he feels safe. At home. 
Fuck, Shane thinks.
He looks at Ilya and he doesn’t know what the other sees but it must be bad, because Ilya deflates, rubs his eyes in tired defeat. 
“I'm gonna go out for a bit.” 
“What? No. No, don't leave. Please, Ilya–please don’t leave.”
The knee-jerk reaction of his body terrifies him, the flood of undiluted panic at the thought of Ilya leaving, spine going rigid and breath skipping, but he’s going to have to let Ilya go, Shane can’t stop this, but he can’t keep crashing out either, he’s gonna have a fucking heart attack and die and what the fuck is Ilya supposed to do then? Just move on with his life without ever having heard Shane say that he–that he fucking–
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice is firm, commands his attention immediately. “Look at me.” 
He does. 
“I am going outside for little bit. I am coming back soon. Do you understand?”
Shane forces himself to start counting and regulating his breathing. He's not going to panic, because Ilya is not leaving. “You are coming back.”
Ilya nods. “I am coming back. I just need to go outside a bit.” 
“Okay,” he croaks, then clears his throat. “Okay, yeah. Okay.” 
“Okay. I go now, but I’m coming back.” 
“Yes,” Shane says, and watches Ilya grab his coat and Shane’s toque, and walk outside Shane's condo. 
—
Maybe they’re not the immovable object and the unstoppable force. 
Maybe they’re more like magnets, polar opposites that exist separately in the same universe, and if you get them too close to each other they snap together, drawn in by an equal force that binds them until one or the other has to use violence to pull away. 
Maybe it’s a bit more like that. 
Maybe, if neither of them pulls hard enough, they’ll just stay attached. Maybe staying and not pulling is enough to make it okay–as okay as it can be when the truth of the matter is that this–whatever it is–is impossible. 
But they are magnets, and it’s their job to be drawn to each other. 
—
Shane 
I know you don’t want to talk to me. Jackie says you're processing. 
It's fine. I understand, and I’m sorry you found out like that.
I just really need you to be okay with this
once you’re done processing, I mean
please, hayd 
I know it’s really fucked up, and it doesn’t make sense to you, but it does to me. 
you’re my best friend, this has always been true no matter what
and I hope it’s still true, because I need my best friend to trust me



Shane worries the skin of his thumb with his teeth, leg bouncing up and down. 
It had hit him at some point after Ilya left, while he was waiting for the kettle to boil and thinking about the other making sure Shane knew he was coming back. 
This thing wasn't going to go anywhere anytime soon. 
It had planted a seed in Shane's life when he was eighteen, maybe even the year before, and had done nothing but grow and grow, roots wrapping around Shane's spine and up into his brain so tightly that no shears, no amount of tearing was ever going to untangle his body and mind from the truth of the matter.
No one made Shane feel like Ilya Rozanov did. 
And yeah, Shane's still outed, and Ilya’s still Russian, and they're still living in two different countries, busy being Hollander and Rozanov, but this thing, this masterpiece of ivy and heather isn’t going to budge. 
So Shane needed his best friend to be okay with it, because otherwise Shane would have to choose, and he didn’t want to have to do that. Didn’t want to linger on the fact he had already chosen–in the back of his mind he already knew, and maybe he was a horrible person because of this choice, but he was tired of pulling, tired of pretending that pulling away each time wasn’t death by a thousand cuts.  
So, he'd texted his best friend. 
He doesn’t get a reply, not really, but he understands the emoji for the olive branch it is, and is content to just sit with that for now. 



Hayd
👍🏻
—
When Ilya comes back, Shane’s in the laundry room, pretending to be a perfectly adjusted member of society who hasn’t spiraled a single second his entire life. Look at him, he’s definitely not spiralling right now, he’s just washing his delicates.  
“Hi,” Ilya says from where he’s leaning against the door. 
Shane almost drops the laundry beads to the floor in his haste to turn around. 
“You came back,” he says, then bites his tongue and traps the ‘thank you’ behind the cage of his teeth, because that’s not a response a perfectly adjusted member of society would give. 
Ilya nods. “I said I would.” 
Shane sets the laundry beads back on the shelf. 
“I got you something,” the other says, pushing a Maison Birks bag in Shane’s direction. 
He blinks. “You got me something?”
When it’s clear Shane isn’t going to make a move towards the bag, Ilya sighs and walks over instead, taking Shane’s hand and dropping the gift in it. 
“What is it?” Shane says, eyeing the blue velvet box inside. Barring some of his sponsors (who were contractually obligated, so they didn’t really count anyway), no one has even given him jewelry before. That’s what’s in the box, right? It’s either jewelry or Gwyneth Paltrow's head, and the box isn’t big enough for the latter. 
He spirals a little just then–first time in his life that’s ever happened, how curious–because Birks are a jeweler’s, he goes there all the time to buy cufflinks for his dad’s collection, so he knows what he’s looking at. And jewelers make things people wear on their bodies, like–like rings, right, but this is not a ring? No, the box is too big for that. Thankfully not big enough for Gwyneth Paltrow’s head, but definitely not ring-small either. 
Not that he’s thinking about rings, when the mere thought of disclosing the full width of his bottomless feelings to Ilya still scares him more than he’d like. But still.
He shakes himself, and reaches his hand inside for the box, clicks it open. 
It’s a bracelet. 
It’s a golden chain bracelet with alternating large oval links and smaller connecting ones, like a softened industrial chain refined into something elegant. The links look delicate but also sturdy and big enough that Shane can worry the tip of his finger inside one of them and trace the inner rim, which he tries doing immediately, unable to stop. 
It’s a bracelet that looks like it wants you to know it’s there, sitting on someone’s wrist in all its splendor, but it’s also humble enough that it looks elegant instead of flashy. It's a bracelet that knows its worth, but isn't about to brag.
Some of the larger links have the name “dinh van” etched onto it. Shane has no idea who that is, but their bracelet is beautiful. 
“You bought me a bracelet.” 
Ilya nods, clears his throat. “Yes. So… if you feel worried about your hands again, you can…” he shrugs. 
Shane is not a perfectly adjusted member of society, and he can’t breathe. 
“You can look at it, and then you know. Those are your hands, nothing to worry about.” 
He says it so smoothly, so nonchalantly, and Shane doesn’t know how he always does that, how Ilya can say these things without imploding, without combusting, without crying, without–
“Let’s make a deal,” Ilya says.
Shane blinks, looks up at him and has absolutely no idea how the fuck people fall in love every day like it’s a thing they look forward to, a pleasure even, because he’s fucking dying, he’s in love and fucking dying from it. 
“You wear this, and don’t sleep with anyone else. I go back to Boston, and don’t sleep with anyone else.” 
Shane nods; he can do that. They can do that. Sorry, Shannon, he thinks distractedly.  
Ilya’s hand cups Shane’s face, and he leans into the touch. Ilya’s hands are always so gentle with him. It’s fucking torture. He hates it.
“And we text. We call. Not just if you are having a panic attack, yes. And we don’t say it now,” he continues, taking a deep breath and rubbing the skin on the apples of Shane’s cheeks again. 
My freckles, Shane thinks with a jolt of understanding. It was my freckles the entire time. 
Shane nods again, “Okay.”
“And next time we see each other, if–if we still feel it, if we still want to say it… then we figure it out.” 
Shane’s breath catches. A pronoun has never sounded so earth-shattering before. 
He knows the chances of him not feeling it–two, three, five months or five years from now, really, are less than zero, but they’re making a deal now, and the deal is clear cut, and it makes something in Shane go very still. 
“Okay,” he says again. “We text, and we call. And–and I wear this,” he says pointing at the bracelet. “
“Yes,” Ilya says. 
Shane bites his lip, looks up at the other. He offers his wrist to Ilya; “Can you help me put it on?” 
Ilya does, kissing the racing pulse on Shane’s wrist as he clasps the bracelet closed. 
—
Ilya leaves late in the afternoon, promises in between kisses to text once he’s crossed the border, and Shane watches him go. 
It hurts, because there’s no way it wasn’t going to, especially now, but Shane traces the links of the bracelet with his fingers, and thinks that yeah, he can do this. 
They can do this. 
—
That evening, when he goes to open his fridge with the intent of figuring out what food will be safe enough to eat in his current emotional state, Shane is smacked in the face by the presence of another Maison Birks box there, sitting on top of Friday’s meal prep containers. 
He laughs, grabbing the package, then goes to close the fridge, but instead makes the split-second decision to grab one of the Friday meals as well. He was going to ration them a little, given his nutritionist hadn’t showed up, but then again this is not Verdun in 1916 and he’s a millionaire with a Real Canadian Superstore PC Plus Card, so he figures he can probably swing a few bucks to get some food this week. 
His dad would probably love going shopping for groceries on Shane’s behalf, and who is Shane to deny his dad the simple pleasures of life. 
He clicks the box open as his food reheats in the microwave, and laughs again. Nestled on a small satin pillow, sit two silver maple leaf-shaped cufflinks. 
Shane waits for the food to be ready before staging it next to the jewelry box. Just in case the message is not clear enough, Shane sticks a fork in the salmon. 
He snaps a picture, captions it “Thank you,” and lets it bridge the 492 km between him and Ilya. 
—
Farah calls him later, around 8 p.m. when he’s sitting on the couch watching the Las Vegas Neons play against Toronto. It’s Marchant’s first game in his new Neons jersey. 
He knows an 8 p.m. call doesn’t mean she’s just checking up on him, so Shane steadies himself before answering. 
“Hey Farah, how are you?” 
She hums, “Not bad, not bad. Been thinking about how disappointed my grandma was when I told her I wasn’t gonna go to acting school. Can’t seem to remember why I went into law instead. You?” 
He chuckles. “Really enjoying my new status as a hate crime victim.”
Farah laughs delightedly, “Good for you,” she says, and then takes a deep breath. “Okay, Shane. We said we would start being honest, and we wouldn’t bullshit each other, so this is me being honest and not bullshitting you.” 
He swallows down his anxiety, adrenaline making him vibrate with anticipation. Come on, Hollander; you can do this. 
“Hit me,” he says. 
“I need your trade list by tomorrow evening at the latest. Montreal have decided to let you go.”
He knew it was going to happen, but fuck if it doesn’t kill him anyway.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    if I had a dollar for each time I've ended a chapter on a cliffhanger I'd have 3 dollars—which isn't a lot, but it's weird I've done it three times.
 

Meanwhile in Boston poor Shannon’s phone pings like

do not text me again
nice pictures thank you
you are very beautiful
have nice day

 

HUGE thank yous to:

✨ DefNotAmelia_Pond on Reddit for coming up with the Carolina Reapers
✨ MPKHon Reddit for coming up with the Las Vegas Neons

 

🌝 Wanna buy yourself Shane’s bracelet?  No problem, here it is! And it only costs CAD 15,390, so that's like, totally affordable 🩷

🌝 Not an NHL millionaire? Try the cufflinks instead. You loser.


  


      

  












      Chapter 4: wave goodbye to the end of beginning
  


    Chapter Summary

    Hey, hey pssst...

Hayden Pike writes Shayden RPF.

Pass it on.



    Chapter Notes

      hello babe you just look so pretty today????? if i had your cheekbones, the world would not know peace. not that it does right now, but like, you know what i mean.

 

⚠️ this chapter features a reference to dubcon. It's not graphic, and it revolves around Shane's internalized homophobia more than the act itself. It's in the scene that contains the only reference to Brossard in the whole chapter (second line of the scene itself - super easy to find if you CTRL + F). You can skip the scene if you want; it adds more context to the relationship between Shane and JJ, and obviously contextualizes Shane's thoughts more, but to be honest you can skip it and the world will still be flat tomorrow. I mean, the sun will still spin around the Earth, I mean the moon landing will still be fake, I MEAN...???????

(I'm just joking. You can skip it 🩷)
(also no, I'm not a conspiracy theorist)
(unless the conspiracies are about Hayden making a Reddit account to vote for himself in the poll)

👉🏻  chapter has no beta, all mistakes are mine and frankly atp this heatwave has fried me enough that I don't care, oops. I'm sure tomorrow I will be horrified by what I just said, but that's a problem for future Ari. Sucks to be her, HA.

🫶🏻 Jul 10th update 👉🏻 this has now been beta'd by the lovely songofeurydice! ♥️ any remaining crimes against the language are solely my own.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  This is an apology letter to the both of us
for how long it took me to let things go.
It’s not my intention to make such a production
of the emptiness between us,
playing tuba on the tombstone of the soprano
to try and keep some dead singer’s perspective alive.
It’s just that I coulda swore you had sung me a love song back there,
and that you meant it,
but I guess some people just chew with their mouth open.
*
(Hurling Crowbirds at Mockingbars - Buddy Wakefield)





March 2016

Saturday, 06:23 a.m.

Montreal
 
Shane has been staring at his notepad for ten minutes.
The only thing currently committed to paper is NO TAMPA (Kiras, Bluebell, Patterson too?)—a testament to the fact that, while every player in the NHL is essentially a mouthy toddler in skates, some of them grew up meaner. Everyone knows about them, but nobody discusses their sins publicly. 
The league is very good at protecting its players when it's beneficial to do so.
Farah wants a list of three to five teams he’d be willing to waive for, as well as a list of requests to make on his behalf—in reality she’d called them demands, but he might just be too Canadian for that ‘kidnapper in a hostage situation’ whole vibe. 
In the last hour, she’s also e-mailed him an information packet with her own assessment of which teams would, in her opinion, be a good fit. Shane had hoped it would trigger some sort of lightbulb moment, but her suggestions are basically the same as what he had in mind anyway, so he’s not really managed to make any headway. 
At this point, he should just write down what he wants, and be done with it. 
Instead, he’s been staring at the page in front of him, toying with Ilya’s bracelet and looking out the window, grieving for the living. 
He was eighteen when the Voyageurs drafted him, a literal child. He’d felt so grown-up at the time, so mature when they’d immediately doted on him, talked about him in terms of franchise player and generational talent, when they’d made sure to create and rearrange lines and plays to suit him first, and everyone else second. 
At the time, it had felt like such a crowning achievement, to finally become what he’d spent his life working towards. 
He feels so stupid now, looking back at the crushing weight of words like franchise player and generational talent, at the sheer number of responsibilities that kept getting piled onto his back like rocks, each heavier than the last, until he'd been crushed beneath the cairn of what it actually meant to be all those things.
To try to be everything for everyone. 
At eighteen, names like Rolex, Reebok, and CCM had meant image first and money second. The more sponsorships Yuna Hollander secured, the more Shane felt like he'd made it—and the more positive reinforcement from the people around him, the more his public persona had crystallized into Hollander. 
He was an asset first—the asset—a commodity, a piece of merchandise whose face could make millions for any given brand. But he also strived to mean something for millions of people who looked at hockey like you look at the stars; a place you want to reach, but never can, because it wasn’t meant for you.
Shane knew he was lucky. Luckier than most, incredibly wealthy and working his dream job. But still. It felt like he’d been paying the price of it far too long now, and there wasn’t supposed to be a price–not like this, not so high he was drowning in receipts, with a card that had started to decline.
How do you reconcile an image you’ve spent years carefully curating with the truth of who you are at your core? Peel back layer after layer after layer until you get to the bone and you’re left with a completely different person to look at. 
How did people do this in, like, real life? Normal people, people whose mothers hadn’t sat them down and explained that we can't talk Japanese at home, only with grandma Tōru and grandpa Kyō, whose father hadn't sat him down on the porch one summer and explained there was a list of things he wasn't supposed to do in public, like shuffle back and forth as he thought, or hum to himself when he felt stressed out. 
He wasn’t even twenty-five yet, was basically a glorified child playing with a stick and getting paid millions for it—and he felt ancient, like the structural integrity of his body had been compromised, like something load-bearing was a moment or two away from collapsing.
He wondered, sometimes. 
What it would have been like, to grow up as Shane, rather than Hollander. 
Maybe that version of him wouldn’t have found it so hard to accept the parts of himself that hadn’t been carefully built through PR strategy meeting notes—so inconvenient and at odds with who he was supposed to be that Shane had relegated them to the dark.
Maybe there was a Shane somewhere in the multiverse that hadn’t been so afraid of things like being attracted to men that he’d allowed himself to flourish and wear a label, rather than retract further and further into the closet. 
Maybe Universe-616 Shane would have come out to his friends of his own accord, and managed to retain said friends in the process. 
Shane looks down at his hands, suddenly aware of the way he’s been obsessively working the pen’s clicker. He stops, setting the pen on the notepad and lying his hands flat on the cool marble of the kitchen island. 
Would I have met you? he thinks as he looks at the sunlight glinting off his bracelet. Is there a universe out there where I don’t meet you? 
He dismisses the thought immediately. 
He’d much rather think about a universe where maybe neither of them play hockey, and he’s like, a very capable paramedic with the highest pre-hospital success rate in the county, and Rozanov is the equally capable and infuriatingly handsome response paramedic everyone loves to hate, or something like that. 
There was comfort in thinking of millions of universes, each containing a version of them that existed separately but wandered in tighter and tighter circles until they finally intersected. He preferred this. Preferred it to a universe where Shane was perfectly at peace with himself, but had never met Ilya.
—
He’s just finished his list when the doorbell rings. This time, he knows it’s Hayden because Jackie has texted him about 15 minutes ago, since she’s smarter than anyone who’s come to Shane’s house in the past 72 hours and actually warned him in advance. 
They stare at each other in the doorway for a couple of seconds before Hayden hands him a Get Well Soon! card where a mouse is hugging an injured baby duckling. 
“I told the girls you were sick and that’s why you couldn’t come to Friday dinner,” he says, brushing the back of his neck anxiously. 
“Oh.”
Shane takes the card and motions for Hayden to come in, smiles to himself at the way this time Hayden takes off his shoes before moving towards the kitchen. He grabs a hockey stick-shaped magnet from the fridge, and displays the card open, so you can see the drawing inside—some type of cryptid no doubt, a hybrid between a cat and a spider, because Ruby’s been obsessed with spiders recently—as well as the wobbly “We love you uncle Shane” drawn in pink crayon. 
When he turns around to look at Hayden, the other is scowling down at Shane’s notepad. 
“They’re trading me,” he quietly says. 
Hayden nods. “Yeah, same.”
He frowns, because what. “But you have an NMC?”
“Yeah. I'm pretty sure my manager cried when I told him I wanted it waived. It took him like two months of negotiations to set it up.”
Shane remembers that; both Hayden and Jackie had been so stressed out when the Voyageurs wouldn’t relent, but they’d needed to know that they wouldn’t be forced to uproot their lives and go somewhere else at the drop of a hat. It didn’t make sense for Hayden to actively waive the clause now, and he says as much. 
“What about Jackie, and the kids, or–or Jackie’s mom? Why are you doing this?” 
Hayden shoots him a pointed look. “If you have to ask, then it means I’ve been a shit friend to you not only in the past two days, but the whole time you’ve known me.”
Shane sits down at the island, head immediately spinning. “For… for me?”
“In part,” the other says, sitting down in front of Shane. “The truth is… I really don’t want to be there anymore, Shane. Not like that, not with–with fucking Comeau who takes his nanny cam footage and sends it to the press to fuck with you, not with people like Renard and Drapeau who say shit so vile I feel like I have to apologize to my wife every time I go home.”
Oh. 
It has taken Shane long enough, but he understands where Hayden’s coming from now, shares the same feelings even. “You’re not like that, though. You never… you never engage with them, not like that.”
Hayden snorts, “Yeah but that doesn’t make it better, does it? I still sit there and let them say shit about their wives, their girlfriends, about–about you…”
Shane looks down at his hands. That's what he does, too. What he’s been doing the entire time. Sit still, mask, let them talk. Water off a duck’s back, his mom used to tell him when he was younger and still had enough sharp angles left in him to throw punches at people who said one too many words about his parents, or about himself. 
So much water off his back for six years, sometimes he felt like it was waterboarding him into his quiet brand of resignation.
“I spoke with Management today, and they said they weren't gonna trade me, but then…” Hayden shrugs. “I don’t know man. They said they were gonna make one last trade before the deadline, and they said I wasn’t gonna be part of it, but they said it like they were doing me a favor? Theriault said being associated with you was gonna ruin my reputation, so I was lucky to stay, and I kinda flipped.” 
“What do you mean you flipp-”
“I told him to get fucked,” he looks down in embarrassment.
Shane blinks. “Hayden.”
“That he was a homophobic, racist, misogynistic shit coach anyway and he wasn’t worthy of kissing the ice you skate on.” 
He is so horrified he can’t breathe. “Hayden oh my god, fuck-”
“Then I punched Comeau.”
“You did not-”
“When I left the office.” Hayden starts chewing on a hangnail, shoots Shane a nervous smile. “He was in the lounge, looking so proud of himself… talking shit with some of the others about you leaving… and he just looked at me and said–he said–” 
Fucking what now, he thinks, but keeps his expression neutral. 
“It's okay, Hayd. Whatever he said, I’m sure I’ve heard before.” Shane slides a hand toward the center of the counter just in case Hayden needs it, tries to make himself look as relaxed as he can when in reality he knows he’s not gonna like what comes out of the other’s mouth next. 
Hayden makes a frustrated noise, raising his hands to his hair and scrubbing roughly. “Well maybe you have, but excuse me for fucking caring if someone calls my best friend a faggot and says–says maybe they should bend you over when you come collect your stuff, so they can give you a goodbye gift!”
Shane blinks. 
The fuck?
“He said that?”
Hayden looks pained, eyes haunted as he says, “Yeah man, I’m so sorry. It’s so vile.”
“Comeau said that.”
The other nods again. “I'm really sorry.”
“Gilbert Comeau said that.”
Hayden now stares at him warily, shifting his weight. “Shane, buddy…”
He tries to have a more normal reaction, he really does, but he can’t, not really, because fucking what? Shane’s bark of laughter is so explosive that Hayden startles. 
“Uh, Shane? You okay?”
Shane is not, because he can’t fucking breathe, because that’s so fucking funny–“He said, he said maybe they should all fuck me as a parting gift? Does he not hear himself when he says shit like that? Fuck!”
Hayden looks stricken for a moment, then drags a hand across his face and chuckles, rubbing the side of his nose. “Yeah, now that you mention it it’s kinda…”
“What a fucking idiot. He let Carolina’s third line past him 5 times the other night, and now he says he wants to fuck the gay guy goodbye.” Shane bites the inside of his cheek; “Ilya was right, Comeau’s a fucking joke.”
Hayden’s chuckle dies in his throat, and his gaze sharpens immediately, holding Shane’s. He nods his understanding, motioning towards the fridge; “Can I… can I get myself a drink before we talk about… Ilya,” he says, like the name is a lemon slice he’s just bit into, but then he shakes himself. “Sorry, sorry, I told Jackie I wouldn’t be an asshole.” He clears his throat, then continues; “Okay. Drink. Then Ilya.” 
It’s not completely without scorn, but it’s better than before, and it gives Shane hope that maybe, somewhere along the nebulous future, Hayden will be able to say Ilya’s name without it sounding like a swearword. 
Hayden grabs a 7up from the fridge, “Okay. Let’s talk.” 
—
Every time Shane has tea, he makes sure to use his favorite mug. 
It's a bit of a wonky one, the handle a little too small and warped so he always has to resist the urge to stick his hand in, because the one time he'd done it he'd gotten it stuck and it had taken an inordinate amount of dish soap to extricate himself without breaking the mug. 
It was a little on the thick side, short and stout, and glazed in a pretty shade of mint green. 
He uses it every time he can, and makes sure to take extra good care of it because it was a gift from Hayden and Jackie. 
They'd taken a five-day pottery class once, during a couples retreat in Banff; together with a decorative plate now hanging in the guest room, they'd made the mug for him.
Before gifting it to Shane, they'd let Jade and Ruby at it, so the cup now featured a bunch of misshapen hearts and the words ‘uncle shane’ painted in purple. 
He pours hot water into it now, lets the teabag steep for the appropriate 3 minutes, and sits down at the table, watching how Hayden's eyes go soft as he sees the cup. 
“Still my favorite,” he smiles, and the look Hayden gives him is answer enough.
—
They haven’t said a single word in a solid five minutes. 
Every time one of them opens their mouth, the other tenses up, so no words have actually been spoken, despite both of them being aware that words are generally an essential part of a conversation. It’s gotten to the point where Shane has given himself until he runs out of tea before forcing himself to break the silence.
After a couple more minutes, he drinks his last sip of tea, and takes a deep breath. “So. Um. Lily.”
Hayden comes out the gate swinging; “That’s a stupid fucking name, by the way.” He frowns. “Wait, who are you on his phone?”
“Um,” Shane says, knowing that’s an even stupider name. “Jane.”
“That’s so fucking stupid, holy shit,” Hayden says, but there’s an amused lilt to his tone that makes Shane feel just a smidge lighter.
Shane chuckles, “They might be stupid, but you’re the only one that’s figured it out, so.”
“Yeah, me and user hollanovtruther2481 on Reddit.”
Shane chokes. Hollanov. That’s what we’d be, he thinks. It sounds nice, much better than the Rozander or Shilya he’d theorized.
“Are you still winning the poll?” 
“You know it baby,” he grins. “Jackie is very proud of me, she said I would be a very kind and gentle lover to you.” 
Shane thinks of Ilya holding his head down until he chokes on the other’s cock, thinks of Ilya pinning him to the wall and spitting in his mouth, and clears his throat. Right. 
“Congratulations,” he says.  
“Rozanov only ended up third place, by the way,” Hayden says smugly.
“Third? Who the hell’s second?” 
“Marchant.”
He makes a confused noise, “I’ve literally never talked to Marchant in my entire life? How would that even work?”
“Yeah well,” Hayden spreads his hands. “I'm married with three kids, you can be in a secret relationship with a dude you’ve never spoken to before. It's just the internet.”
The internet are a bunch of morons, he thinks as he gets up to make himself another cup of tea. Maybe not all of them were idiots though, since Ilya had made the list at all. He remembers something, then; “What… what were those comments saying? The ones that made you…”
Hayden shifts in his seat, looking embarrassed. “Ah. Well, there were a whole bunch of them, really, pointing out things like, when you look at each other during press and events, for how long, but the one that made me kinda… they were saying Rozanov never raises a hand to you. When we play Boston.” 
Shane realizes at that moment that it’s true; they’ve shoved each other into boards, traded insults like grenades, even flat-out pushed each other once, but Ilya's never actually dropped gloves with him. No ref has ever had to separate them, no teammate has ever had to jump in between. They’ve never really started a fight with each other–not unusual for Shane, who never started fights in general, but Ilya wasn’t like that.
How had he never noticed before?
“Then I was thinking…” Hayden continues, “I was thinking about how you only go out to meet a friend when we play Boston… I don’t know, it was just kinda. In my head at that point. The more comments I read, the more I felt like they were right, you know?”
Maybe the internet weren't a bunch of morons, maybe he’d have to check out Reddit himself, see exactly how close those people were to the truth, and adjust accordingly. 
Hayden’s next words are quieter, spoken without looking at him. “Shane… when we play Boston…”
He doesn’t finish the sentence, and Shane feels his stomach bottom out. He hadn’t thought Hayden would ask this, not him. Others, sure, but not his best friend. 
“No, I’ve never thrown a game for him, Hayden, what the fuck.”
The other purses his lips, “I was gonna ask if you always go have sex with Rozanov. What the hell, Shane, who’s saying you’re throwing games? Is it Theriault? Comeau? I’ll fucking punch him again, I swear.”
Shane's voice is small when he replies; “I thought that’s what you were gonna say.” 
“Hey, fuck you,” he looks actually offended. “I’ve been playing with you for years, I know you man, if anything you’re a fucking beast every time we play Bos–oh my god. Is that… is that like foreplay for you? Is that why you’re always so fired up when…”
Shane says nothing, but is man enough to blush. 
“For fuck’s sake, Shane,” he groans, letting his head thunk forward onto the counter for a second before straightening back up; “No, okay, I don’t want to know about… about your mating rituals with Ilya fucking Rozanov, let’s move on from that.”
Shane nods quickly. “Please. And yes, to answer your question… yeah, when we’re in Boston we always… meet up.”
“Uh. And when we’re on home ice?”
“Same.”
Hayden nods, finishing his 7up and twisting around to grab another from the fridge. “And then what? Do you like, fly to Boston? When? You’re always here or at CN complex?”
“No, I don’t fly to Boston.”
He would probably drive those 492 kilometers himself, because at least it would be lower profile than being stuck on a plane where everyone could recognize him, and then where would they be if people started taking pictures of Shane Hollander randomly flying to Boston by himself mid-season? Reddit seemed to know enough as it was, and Shane could have sworn they’d been careful all this time. 
Hayden makes a noise, taps his fingers on the soda can. “He flies here?”
It makes Shane smile. Hayden is trying to figure out logistics Shane has never even allowed himself to consider properly before. “No, Hayd, we kinda… it’s complicated–”
“Yeah no shit.”
He grasps for the right words, and in the end settles on; “We text.”
Hayden doesn’t seem any less confused. “Okay. So you–you meet up every few months, and then you text? Like, text or like, text, you know, like–” Hayden mimes a circle with his left hand, and sticks his right index finger in the hole. Repeatedly.
Shane chokes. “You moron,” he says fondly. “Yeah, we–it depends. Both. Um.”
“Fuck,” Hayden looks almost impressed. “Do you like, send him nudes too?”
“Uh–not–I mean–somet… wait, why the fuck are you asking that–oh my god, how is relevant to the conversation–”
“I'm just curious, man! Fuck, you’ve been secretly having sex with your archrival for I don’t even know how long… how…” he looks off into the middle distance for a second, and Shane can practically see the hamster inside Hayden’s brain working double time to allow his best friend to connect the dots. “How long have you been doing this for?”
Shane sighs. Hayden was bound to ask, sooner or later. He’d just hoped it would be closer to the later end of the timeline. 
“Um.”
“Shane.”
He rips off the band-aid. “Since rookie season.” Summer before, actually, he thinks.
“... I'm sorry, I think I just went temporarily deaf so I didn’t really hear what you said because I could have sworn you just said–” 
“The first time we slept together was 2010,” he says, and then glances distractedly at the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat calendar hanging on the fridge. March 2016, it reads. 
Fuck, Shane thinks. We’re fucking idiots. 
Hayden gapes like a fish for a couple of seconds. “What the fuck.” 
Shane lets the truth breathe for a minute or so, like you would a precious wine that’s been bottled for so many years, has grown so potent with age that it needs a moment to air after it’s finally uncorked.
“But you… you only text, and see each other a handful of times?”
He nods, “It’s casual. Well, it was casual. Not casual anymore.”
“Gotcha,” Hayden says. “Yeah. All those women. Oh–uh–sorry bud.” 
“It’s okay,” he forces himself to say, even though Shane’s pretty sure he’ll be on his deathbed and still not okay with it, not really, possessive to a fault of a person he’s spent almost a decade pretending he didn’t want to claim anyway. 
Hayden clears his throat, scrambling for something else to say. “So, so it’s not casual anymore? He's like, your boyfriend?”
Shane makes a face, because while on some level he understands that boyfriend might be the closest descriptor of their relationship at present, it also sounds too simplistic to encompass the truth of what he feels, what they are.
“It’s… I wouldn’t say that, but it's like. We're exclusive now.” he shakes his head, realizes he’s gripping his mug too tightly and gentles his hold. “I don’t want to talk about that, it’s weird, please ask me something else.” 
“Yeah, okay,” says Hayden, rifling through a mental rolodex of things he wants to know, looking for one that’s safe enough. “So… so he said Comeau’s a joke?” 
Shane snorts, “Yeah. We were watching the game the other night.” He debates his next words for a second or two, but thinks they might help in the long run. “He came here.”
Hayden’s focus immediately zeroes back in on him. “Comeau?”
He crumples up the tea bag sleeve and throws it in Hayden’s face, “Ilya,” he says. 
“Fuck off dude, you’re boyfriends with–sorry, exclusive–with Ilya fucking Rozanov, what the fuck do I know that Comeau didn’t just show up at your doorstep? Everything is possible. Brave new world and all that.” 
Shane rubs his forehead, “If Comeau had come to my house at two in the morning it probably would have been so he could murder me. One of us would be dead right now, and I can tell you it would not be me.” 
“I’d help you hide the body,” Hayden chuckles. “Anyway, so, yes, Rozanov comes to your house at two in the morning, and…?”
“And nothing. After…” after you left, he wants to say, searches for something different instead. “After he called and you answered. He came here. He left yesterday.”
Hayden nods, rubs the back of his head in a self-soothing gesture. “That’s–that’s good, that you weren’t–alone.”
“Yeah.”
Hayden looks out the window then, nose scrunched in concentration as he taps a melody against his can of 7up. “Is he good to you?” He says suddenly, like he just wants to get it over with. “Does he treat you right, get you flowers, pay for dates, stuff like that?”
“Yes father, the gentleman adheres to all expected social conventions,” he deadpans. 
The other snorts, lobbing the tea bag sleeve back at Shane. “Fuck you, buddy.”
“Nah, that’s his job.” 
They both freeze, staring horrified at each other, because Shane’s always so comfortable talking to Hayden that he lets his dry humor take him some wild places, but this time the place is very real, and he wasn’t trying to make Hayden uncomfortable, doesn’t want Hayden to think about Ilya like–like a person Shane just fucks sometimes, wants his best friend to think of the Ilya who drives 492 kilometers in a stupid orange car just because Shane asked him to. 
Wants Hayden to understand how good Ilya is to him, for him.
Except now Hayden is looking at him with his mouth open. 
Fuck. 
“Sorry Hayd, I don’t–I don’t know why I said that, I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable. Sorry.”
The other waves a hand in the air like he’s swatting a fly; “I'm not uncomfortable, just recalibrating the image of you I have in my head. From… from like, virginal, and clumsy, like a baby deer I have to protect, to… Jesus Christ, you must be a bit of a slut to lock down Ilya Rozanov, eh?”
Shane splutters, “Oh fuck you, Hayden!”
“No,” his best friend says, eyes mischievous; “That’s Rozanov's job.”
Shane groans, hides his face behind his hands as he goes completely red. He walked right into that one. 
“By the way, don’t think I haven’t noticed that,” Hayden says pointing at Shane's wrist. “I'm dumb, but I'm not that dumb. I have a wife who lives at Tiffany's and wears 800 dollars worth of Pandora charms on her wrist. I know jewelry when I see it.”
“It’s part of my dowry, father,” he mutters, still covering his face. 
Hayden chuckles before reaching across the table to clasp Shane's wrists, bringing them away from Shane’s face and holding them gently in the mended gap between the two of them. “Hey, buddy. I’m happy if you’re happy. You know that, right?”
Shane nods, not trusting himself not to ruin the moment.
“And if… if for whatever reason… what makes you happy is Rozanov… then I’m happy for you, you know? I can’t say I understand, or that I trust him, but… but you do, yeah?” 
“Yeah,” he agrees immediately. “I do.” 
“I trust you, so then I trust him too. I’m still gonna fuck him up if he breaks you, but he’s okay for now.” 
Shane lets the last of his anxiety go, allows Hayden to hear in his voice the emotion he feels in that moment; "Thank you, Hayd.” 
The other shrugs, squeezing his wrists gently, “Thank you for talking to me. I’m sorry I was a dick to you.”
“It’s okay. It was a lot, I get it.” 
“Yeah. Still.”
Hayden squeezes his wrists one last time before retreating back to his side of the table. “Okay, now let’s get something to eat because I'm fucking starving. But before that…”
He whips out his phone and they take a selfie for Jackie, both of them standing at the counter with Hayden smacking a kiss on Shane's cheek; she responds almost immediately. 






Jackie 
🙄

Coming for my husband again Hollander, I see how it is 
 
Shane
Sorry, he’s just such a kind and gentle lover I really can’t help myself…
 
Jackie 
He also seems to be a snitch!!!

I’m so happy you guys made up ♥️🥹 

I was afraid we’d lose our favorite babysitter 
 
Shane laughs, and lets Hayden order 86.73 dollars worth of Indian food on Shane’s card.
— 
During Shane’s rookie season, Joonas Heikkinen had been on the Voyageurs' roster for about 8 years. 
He was an absolutely massive right winger, maybe not one of the flashiest or fastest players in the league, but he was so genuine that even Shane couldn't help but be captivated.
Looking back, Shane understood that Heikkinen had seen the pressure being put on him far more clearly than Shane ever had. It was probably why he was always asking about Shane's plans for his days off, about his hobbies, about the friends he had outside of hockey.
Shane's answers never seemed to satisfy him, and Shane could never figure out why.
Heikkinen, meanwhile, seemed to have a life that existed entirely beyond the Voyageurs.
For starters, he was married to Élodie, a lovely Métis woman who'd been so surprised by Shane's diet that she'd made him a Pinterest board filled with macrobiotic recipes, just so he could tell her what he wanted for dinner whenever they had him over.
They had no children, but Shane was still a proud uncle to five cats, a bearded dragon, and two guinea pigs.
Shane loved animals. They were so much easier than people, and although he would probably never be able to keep one around given his schedule, he’d started shopping at Mondou for high-protein cat treats, and googling things like “do bearded dragons feel it when you pet them?” because that’s just how seriously Shane took it when Joonas grabbed a tabby from the couch and deposited it in Shane’s lap saying “here you go, Breadstick, go cuddle uncle Shane”.  
Back then it had been somewhat difficult for Shane to wrap his mind around the fact that Joonas seemed to exist outside of hockey too, in a way that Shane didn’t really comprehend and definitely knew he would never be able to replicate himself. 
Heikkinen volunteered at women's shelters—an oxymoron Shane hadn't understood until he'd seen how physically small he made himself in those moments, how gentle and soft-spoken he became.
Every second Wednesday, he volunteered at the Pointe-Claire library's children's story time and would spend hours afterward taking pictures and signing autographs, just sitting around and letting excited children use him like a jungle gym while he talked to their parents.
He drove a minivan because he spent his days off volunteering at dog shelters. Sometimes he'd load a few of the dogs into the back and take them to Mondou so they could pick out treats and toys to bring back to the shelter.
Shane had always found that part particularly difficult to think about. The dogs would sit patiently in their kennels afterward, waiting for another human to show up and give them even a fraction of the kindness Heikkinen gave them.
Whenever the Voyageurs needed a player to represent the organization at a charity event, community fundraiser, hospital visit, or sponsor appearance, Heikkinen was always the first to volunteer, without a single concern for monetary compensation or press exposure. 
Maybe that's what happened if you weren't the best player in the league—not in a bad way, because Heikkinen was still really good, and Shane had basically begged Theriault at times to shuffle things around so they could play together maybe once or twice on the same shift. Just—maybe, if the entire team wasn't being structured around you, you had time to be a person, too. 
Shane had seen him without a smile only once, and it was the day he'd been traded to the Arizona Roadrunners. 
Shane had walked out of CN Complex and to his car, and he’d seen Joonas just sitting in his minivan, forehead pressed against the steering wheel. 
Crying. 
He'd told Shane he was okay, just a lot of emotions to deal with—too many for a Finn, you see?—had tried to make a joke of it for Shane’s benefit.
Shane knew better.
"This is exciting, a new adventure! I've never lived in a desert before!"—that wasn't something you said to reassure other people. It was something you said to convince yourself.
By the end of the day, Heikkinen was in Tucson. The Roadrunners needed him for their game the next night, and that was that. He'd gone straight from CN Complex to Trudeau Airport and boarded a flight to Arizona.
Gone, just like that. 
Shane had thought of his beautiful house, of all the polaroids pinned to the corkboard in the kitchen, the world map with stickers on countries he and his wife had visited, and had felt his head spin, because what do you mean he wasn’t even allowed to go back home and say goodbye to his wife and pets before he had to be in a completely different country by dinnertime? 
Shane could never do it. 
He stares at his own condo now—not as full as Joonas and Élodie’s townhouse had been, which was maybe a red flag in itself—but still full enough to make Shane place a pickup order at Canadian Tire for a bunch of cardboard boxes, duct tape, zip ties, and bubble wrap so he can start packing.
He knows his own trade isn't going to be as dramatic. It had been one of his first conditions for Farah: whichever team inherited him had to give him at least three days before expecting him at practice.
Even so, it only served as a reminder of how devastating it must have been for Heikkinen.
To arrive in a new city alone while the other WAGs organized a packing day for Élodie back in Montreal, helping her navigate the paperwork required to move their pets across the border and pack up a decade of their life into cardboard boxes.
So few teammates had gone.
Years later, Shane still felt guilty about it, even though he had been there with Hayd, JJ, and Mitty.
How awful, to be treated like an object. Like a number on a spreadsheet. Like a return on investment.
To have your life handled so carelessly that you couldn't even attend one last children's storytime.
Back then, Shane had looked at Joonas and thought: what's the point?
What's the point in building a life so full that it takes an army of people to pack it up? What's the point in loving a place they can take you away from overnight?
He'd vowed never to give management a reason to trade him. It could happen to anyone else, but not him. 
Shane wouldn't allow it.
His books are the first thing to go in the boxes.
—
“You never bought me flowers,” he says in lieu of a greeting when Ilya's face appears on the screen. 
They'd decided to move their conversations to Skype at least for meals, so Ilya could still make sure Shane was eating. It normally made him feel claustrophobic, when other people paid so much attention to his eating habits, even if he knew it was done in good faith. 
But he also understood that this was as much for Ilya as it was for him.
‘Was scary to see you go down like that,’ the other had texted Shane the night before, after asking if Shane had actually eaten dinner or just staged the food to take a picture. So they'd agreed to eat together over Skype, whenever possible. It didn’t feel like a chore, knowing Ilya needed the reassurance just as much as Shane’s body needed food to keep working. 
He loads up his fork and brings it to his mouth as Ilya’s spoon stops midway through.
“The fuck?”
Shane smirks, “Hayden was asking if you’ve bought me flowers and paid for dates.”
“I bought you at least two packs of condoms in 6 years–that counts, yes? And also that thing you’re wearing on your wrist.”
“Neither of those things are flowers” he jokes, warmth coiling around his spine at the thought of Ilya walking into Maison Birks to buy him a bracelet. 
Ilya snorts. “You want flowers? I'll buy you flowers.”
Shane pretends to think about it, then says; “It’s alright, I guess the condoms will do.” 
Ilya takes a bite, tilts his head when Shane follows. “What else does Hayden say?”
“That you're losing the Reddit poll to Marchant.”
Ilya’s burst of laughter sounds delightful to Shane’s ears, even as the other all but chokes on his rice salad. “Maybe I need to make account, write some posts myself, mh?”
Shane immediately kicks himself for mentioning the poll; “Don't, Ilya please. These people are already out there like, marking down every time we look at each other and putting it into a—a spreadsheet—don't do anything stupid.”
“Maybe I will post about how you would put me first on Cosmopolitan list of hottest athletes,” he teases; “Post selfies from when we did NHL awards as proof the source is reliable.”
Shane frowns, “You kept those?”
Ilya hums, taking another bite as Shane does the same. “I keep them in encrypted folder, don't worry.”
He shrugs, finding he doesn’t care so much about that specifically. "They're not very incriminating anyway. But… why did you keep them?”
Ilya looks away, clearly embarrassed as he hides behind a sip of water. Shane is learning to catalogue each of his tells, filing them away to look at later like a dragon hoarding precious gems and gold.
“Is only pictures I have of you. Of us.”
Shane blinks, and promises himself that next time they'll take a selfie, and figure out if Ilya's secure folder is really secure. Or maybe Shane could buy an Instax camera and a really sturdy lockbox, or something like that. But he will give Ilya more pictures of them together, that’s for sure. 
“Oh, okay,” he says, then tries to bring the conversation back to a safer topic before he does something stupid like send Ilya a selfie right now. “Congrats on beating Buffalo, by the way.”
Ilya scoffs, “The day I lose against Buffalo just take me out back and shoot me, Hollander.”
“I’ll keep that in mind,” he smiles. 
Ilya loads up his spoon again, but Shane shakes his head. “I'm full. I had lunch with Hayden, and then a protein shake after training."
The other nods, and Shane feels grateful that Ilya doesn't ask him to prove it.
Ilya chews for a bit; “You sent… Farah? your list, yes?”
Shane steels himself, knowing they've hit the hard part of the conversation. “Farah, yeah. I sent it earlier.”
“How do you feel?”
He makes a noise in the back of his throat, tilting his head as he searches for a good enough word. “Weird. Kinda floaty?”
“Floaty?” 
“Like none of this is real.”
Ilya blinks down at his food; “None of this?”
Shane nods. “The trade. I thought I'd retire my number here.”
 “They don't deserve to keep your number,” Ilya sneers.
“Yeah, well.”
In the silence that follows, Shane gets up and makes as if to grab a 7up from the fridge, but settles on a ginger ale instead. 
“What teams did you put on the list?”
He takes a deep breath. “Detroit.”
“Yes, Falcons are a strong team,” Ilya says through a mouthful of rice. “Good first and second line. Would be fun to see where you fit. Terrible city though.”
“That’s what I thought as well. Maybe not a smooth transition, but… interesting—except for the city, but yeah. Next, the Frontiers.”
“Minnesota?” Ilya says, wrinkling his nose. “You want to tank your career, Hollander? You can move to Ottawa if that is what you want.”
“Fuck you, the Frontiers are very competitive, and Minnesota has a great hockey culture. And it would be less of a media circus.”
“Shane,” Ilya says, kind, waiting for Shane to look up into his eyes. “You are you. Media circus is going to follow you.” 
He doesn’t quite manage to hold Ilya’s gaze this time, but nods in understanding. Shane plays with the metal tab of his drink, his next words quiet; “Yeah, I know.” 
He doesn’t like it, but he knows he’s going to make headlines anyway—and not always for the right reasons. 
“No Canadian team?” says Ilya, voice back to its normal register. 
Shane shakes himself, tipping one shoulder. “I wouldn’t mind Toronto, but not even at my lowest I would ever willingly ask to play on the same team as Dallas fucking Kent.” 
Ilya snorts. “Probably good idea. Little goblin is a homophobic shit.”
“Among other things,” says Shane. Everyone has a ‘Dallas Kent said this’ story, and Shane is not in any rush to get one himself. 
“Is good city though,” says Ilya, grabbing a coke from somewhere off camera. “Big queer scene, yes?” 
Shane gives him a pointed look, “Yes, because that’s exactly what I'm thinking about when coming up with my trade list.”
“Maybe you should. No point moving to make it harder on yourself.”
“Mh,” he says. Shane can’t really imagine taking part in anything even remotely resembling a ‘queer scene,’ whether it’s big or small. “I did think about which teams don’t have known homophobes or racists on the roster. I would have liked Washington, but… Poulsen.” 
Kasper Poulsen, one of the Federal’s defensemen, had already once been forced into a public apology for a racist outburst on Twitter. Shane had learned everything else he needed about him in Washington last year, when Poulsen had slashed him and stood over him while he tried to get up, shouting things Shane didn’t care to repeat, most of them involving the color of his skin.
He’d gone on until JJ had skated up and punched him. Shane wonders if JJ still would have, had he known about Shane back then.
“Poulsen,” Ilya nods in understanding. “What else did you think about?”
It's stupid, the fear he feels at that moment. 
He's sitting at his table, Skyping with Ilya, wearing his bracelet, knowing that they agreed not to say it even if they feel it, and yet he’s still scared of saying the things he thinks, the things he wants, as if knowing Shane wants something is going to give Ilya an unfair advantage, something to hold over him. 
He worries at the chain on his wrist, trying to make his hindbrain understand that if they are not honest with each other, this is never going to work–whether they say it or not. 
Shane isn’t always good at articulating his thoughts and feelings, but maybe the key lies in pushing through and just talking until he no longer feels like he’s leaving his flank exposed.
“I looked up…” he breathes, tracing each link with his fingertips. “I looked up how far each city was from… Boston.” 
“You shouldn’t do that,” Ilya says, instantly dousing Shane in icy water until he hears the tapping of Ilya’s knuckles on the table, pulling him out of the spiral. “Not like that, Shane. I mean, do not think about me. Think about hockey. I can fly, I can drive.” He shrugs, no big deal, takes another sip of coke. 
Shane breathes through the whiplash, and frowns. “I can fly and drive as well. But it wouldn’t be so easy if I were in like, Anaheim the whole year.”
Why is Ilya being willfully obtuse about this? There's absolutely no way he doesn't get what Shane is saying, what it means that he kept into consideration how far from Ilya he'd be after the trade. 
“Yes, but you have to think about hockey first.”
“I am,” he says, feeling like a child who’s being told to eat his vegetables if he wants dessert. “Hence Detroit and Minnesota. But I checked, and there’s multiple daily flights from Detroit, and a red-eye from Saint Paul a few times a week.” Shane juts his chin out. “And I also put Boston on the list.”
Ilya looks stunned for a moment, then clears his throat and gives him a fake smile with so many teeth that Shane wants to reach through the tablet and shake them out his skull. “Of course you did, we are best team in the whole league, yes?”
“And you’re there,” he spits out, a dog unwilling to let go of his bone.
Ilya stops smiling then, shifts his gaze elsewhere. “Is not important where I am.”
Shane sets his fork on the table with a lot more force than originally anticipated, makes Ilya startle on the screen and turn back towards him.
“Don’t,” he seethes. “Don’t act like it’s not important, not when I just spent half the morning wondering if I should give just one name to my manager and tell her that if she doesn’t get me to Boston I will fire her.”
“Shane…”
“Don’t act like where you are is not important. Like you’re not as important as hockey.” 
Ilya’s breath visibly stutters.  
Because it's true, isn't it? 
Maybe if things had been different, if the video hadn't been leaked, if it had been even just a year prior—maybe then he wouldn't have spent time this morning trying to figure out if he could conceivably mark the Bears as the only team he was willing to waive his NTC for while making it look like a powerful career move despite the fact it wasn't so much the Bears he wanted to play with, but Ilya. 
Ilya, who kept trying to deflect instead of understanding the gesture for what it really was, what it meant for Shane to stare down the barrel of a trade list and think, ‘If they send me here, how many times a year am I going to see Ilya without having to fly or drive across the States just to have him in my arms for a few hours?’
“I see you,” Shane says, does his best not to let his voice waver. “Do you see me? Because if you don’t, if you think I am in this just for… for whatever reason you think I am, then I might as well take this off,” he concludes, raising his left wrist so it’s in frame. 
Ilya raises a hand, Shane isn't sure if to placate him or in an involuntary attempt at reaching out. It's like the two days they spent together have done nothing but show them exactly how touch starved they actually are, and how much farther these 492 kilometers can feel in the wake of their feelings. 
“Okay,” he says, so quiet Shane has to strain to hear. “So you put Boston on list.”  
Shane breathes, lowering his arm and picking up the ginger ale. “Yes. And New York.”
Ilya seems to have already recovered, and raises his eyebrows in surprise. “New York is good, Shane. Good team. Good people too. I have not heard of Optimus Past His Prime allowing homophobic talk in his locker room. Or racist. Or similar.”
He chokes on his drink, tries his best not to laugh at Scott Hunter’s expense, and fails spectacularly. Ilya is smiling at him so wide, like Shane just hung the moon, that Shane instantly knows he would laugh at a million of these stupid Scott Hunter jokes if it means Ilya will smile like that each time. 
Even as he laughs, the thought snags on something. 
It was common knowledge that Hunter ran one of the cleanest locker rooms in the whole league—or at least that was what people normally said. It wasn’t completely unheard of for one of the Admirals to say something out of pocket at an event or online, especially after a drink or two, but as a whole it seemed like Scott Hunter was good at commanding the type of respect that meant his teammates probably didn’t leak his private shit to the press just to ruin his life. 
Shane can’t help but feel inferior at that. 
From what he'd said the other day, it seemed like Ilya was the same as Hunter in that respect. Hadn't he all but admitted he'd shut down his own rookies after the leak? 
Shane wasn’t like that. In his own locker room, he had allowed that type of talk, and more. He can’t help but think, now–would it have made a difference? If he’d talked back, if he’d been more vocal, more assertive. But he wasn’t like that. He was supposed to be a face or a body, not a personality, not really. 
Had he ever really been a good captain, in the way that Ilya and Hunter seemed to be?
He wasn’t sure.
He hears Ilya knock on his table again, and refocuses his gaze from the dishwasher to his tablet.
“Yeah,” Shane says after a beat. “I think New York would be good. Maybe not the city… but the rest, yeah.”
“Mh, New York is beautiful. It breathes. But I know what you mean. Lot of people, lot of things to do, no one ever sleeps. Everyone's always walking here. Not boring enough for Shane Hollander,” his smile is teasing. “It is top choice?”
Shane snorts, “Yes, asshole.”
“And how far is it from Boston?”
“350 kilometers,” Shane rattles off immediately. “Almost a four hour drive.”
Ilya nods. “I can work with that. I have many fast cars. I can buy a bike.”
Shane groans, “Do not buy a bike, and do not crash one of your ugly monstrosities on the highway just to prove Google wrong again.”
“Ah, but where's the fun in that?” he has the audacity to wink at Shane then, the asshole. 
“The fun is in not dying,” he deadpans. 
Ilya’s smile is wistful just then, in a way that makes something in Shane take notice, but he files it away for later, unwilling to lose the conversational footing again.
“You will make it worth my while?” Ilya smirks. 
“If you'll let me,” Shane replies softly. Please let me, he thinks.
Ilya reaches forward again, hand going out of frame as his fingers touch the screen of the tablet. Shane's cheeks tingle at the phantom caress he feels there.
“Okay then,”Ilya smiles.
They look at each other, and at this point Shane almost welcomes the wave of emotion that threatens to overtake him, lets himself sit with it, get used to it so that when the time comes, when they’re together again in person, and he’s finally holding Ilya again, he won’t feel so scared by it.
“We’re fucking terrible at this,” Shane breathes out, feeling the tension break like one too many drops in a glass already full.
Ilya cocks his head; “Eating dinner?”
“Talking,” Shane says with a smile. 
“But we can get better, yes?”
“Yes,” Shane says, reaching out to touch the screen. 
—


Unknown Number 
hi, this is drew marchant. just wanted to say I'm sorry about what's happening, and stay strong man

also thank you for taking the heat off of me 

sorry that was a bad joke
 
Shane
Hey Drew

Thanks, and you're welcome I guess :)

I hope you and your wife are doing okay. I heard you got traded?
 
Marchant 
we're ok, thanks. she likes vegas. i like my wife. so we're good

and at least the neons aren't buffalo or ottawa

no offense, i know you’re from there 
 
Shane
None taken… It hurts my Ottawa heart to say so, but the Centaurs are pretty terrible.

Glad to hear it's worked out okay for your family though :)

What happened to you was awful. 
 
Marchant 
right back atcha dude, that must have fucking sucked

hope it’s ok for me to say but I know a few guys who've totally got your back and want to get in touch 

didn't want to give out your number just in case, so i told them to contact your manager 
 
Shane
Thanks Drew, that means a lot :) 

Hey, can I ask,

How did you get my number?

Sorry, I don’t mean to be rude!

I’m really grateful you texted me :) 

I’m just curious because there’s not many people who have my number.
 
Marchant 
rozanov gave it to me

i know i know

it sounds weird to me too

i was just talking to him and thought maybe he had it

for what it's worth it he didn't seem like he was trying to fuck with you 

he told me he'd make me regret it if it got back to him that I'd been a dick

so i think he's okay with you being gay? 
 
Shane 
Oh!

That's cool, I guess

:)  
 
Marchant 
yeah

he emailed me through my agent last week to offer support 

don't tell anyone 

he said it would ruin his street cred lol

but it was nice to know someone cared, you know?

made me think of the shit going on with you, so I thought I’d text
 
Shane 
That's nice of him

Of you both :) 

I'm sure he's still an asshole though. 
 
Marchant
he did also send me the number of a private skating coach so i could “learn the ropes” 

so defo still an asshole

hey i gotta go but keep your chin up ok??

you're a legend no matter what ✊🏻🏳️‍🌈
 
Shane blinks down at his phone, thinks about the warmth spreading through his chest. 
Drew Marchant is the first person to reach out to Shane and offer support—the first person who is not a relative, contractually obligated to represent him, his best friend, or Ilya. 
In the current climate, he hadn’t known what to expect when he’d gotten a text from an unknown number, but the more he talked to Marchant, the more he’d felt a flame inside of him flicker and grow stronger. He hadn’t realized how alone he’d felt. 
He thinks about Ilya, who’d quietly reached out to Marchant even before Shane’s own leak, and offered support to a fellow player who was going through a manmade hell they didn’t deserve.
There was so much about Ilya that was still unknown to him, every wink and chirp part of a carefully constructed facade that Shane wanted to keep picking at, carefully peeling back each layer until he could take a good look at all the softness he now realized was inside of Ilya. 
It really was scary, to realize Shane really would lay himself down in front of a train for Ilya, would let himself be hanged, drawn and quartered if that’s what it took for Ilya to really understand just exactly how deeply Shane’s feelings for him went. 
He’s still holding his phone, so he texts the other. 





Shane
Thanks for giving my number to Marchant.
 
Lily 
now you can finally work on the poll result 
 
Shane 
He sent me a pride flag emoji.
 
Lily
he’s a good guy

shit on skates but good guy
 
Shane
Hey Lily
 
Lily 
what jane 
 
Shane 
I’m glad we met
 
Lily
so polite jane so boring 
 
Shane 
That’s me 🇨🇦🥱
 
Lily
i like when you’re boring 
 
Shane
You think I’m always boring
 
Lily 
yes. is what i said 





Shane smiles.
Hanged, drawn, and quartered indeed. 
—
One more thing that still lives in the dark, even though Shane knows he’s going to have to let it go if he wants momentum to keep carrying him forward.
The day he had a panic attack at Brossard.
The first time he’d heard Comeau make that same shitty joke about it being a foregone conclusion that, if there was a queer on the Voyageurs, it would be Shane. 
Even back then, he’d forced out a laugh, tried his best to look unfazed, but it had been a slap in the face. No one had ever thrown an accusation so direct at him before. 
Shane had walked out of the gym, found an open storage closet near one of the emergency exits, and slid down the racks of supplies, pushing his head between his knees as he tried to regulate his breathing, door still open. 
“What an asshole, right?” 
He’d startled so bad he’d let out an actual yell, and JJ had looked around with alarm, getting inside the room and closing the door behind him. 
“Pardon, mon chum.” he’d crouched down, somehow fitting all 6’6’’ feet, 245 pounds of him in front of Shane, and put his giant hands on Shane’s knees, two anchor points in the semi-dark of the supply closet. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
Shane had rested his head against the shelf, tried to make himself look like everything was fine, like he always walked into storage and folded himself into a ball while hyperventilating. “It’s okay.”
JJ had started rubbing circles against his kneecaps, quiet until Shane had finally gotten a good enough handle on his breathing that he’d opened his eyes, looked at his friend and tried out a small, wobbly smile for size. 
“Comeau’s a fucking dick, don’t listen to him. He doesn’t know what he’s talking about, eh?” JJ’s smile had been blinding. “You have that Lily girl anyway, who cares about what Comeau thinks?” 
Shane had known that was probably a good time to say something, just then, but the truth was simple.
He hadn’t been ready. 
He’d been so scared. He still was, for all intents and purposes, but it had been different back then—he’d tried hooking up with a woman the weekend before, when he was tipsy enough to force himself into it, and he’d spent the whole time wishing she had broader shoulders, sandy blond curls instead of beautiful straight red hair, a sturdier Russian accent instead of the softer Quebecois lilt. 
And he’d known then. 
He was never going to have sex with a woman and enjoy it—nothing like the complete and utter revelation it was whenever he was with Rozanov. She’d been so beautiful, and Hayden had nudged him towards her when she’d walked over asking for an autograph, so Shane had siphoned shot after shot until his mind was fuzzy enough that accepting her invitation to go to her place had seemed like a good enough idea. 
He’d hated every second of it, scrubbed his skin so raw during his morning shower the day after that applying lotion burned a little in some spots.
No more, he’d told himself then. No more of this. Accept the truth—you’re just gay. 
Full stop. 
No more trying to be something he was not, not with this part of him. He'd tried sanding it off for so long, but all he'd really done was wear himself down instead, and it really felt like violence at that point—and it wasn’t fair on the women either.
So he’d made a pact with himself to stop trying, but he’d still been scared—of hockey, of telling his friends, his parents. Of the way he was constantly surrounded by men, saw them naked basically every day, but his thoughts only ever went to a specific one, no matter how hard he tried to redirect them elsewhere.
He never let himself look at his teammates in the locker room, but even when his eyes slipped, he felt nothing past a clinical and detached appreciation for their bodies, letting him know that yep, that was still there. He still very much preferred that to the softness of women. 
He felt nothing looking at his teammates, but everything looking at Ilya fucking Rozanov.  
The closet was maybe glass, but it was also bulletproof. 
So he’d kept the door closed, had shrugged off JJ’s support and Comeau’s comments, had gone on that way until he hadn’t been allowed to anymore, and someone had taken a crowbar and shattered him into pieces. 
The worst part was, he’d been proven right.  
It’s not like Shane was expecting an outpouring of support from his team—which is already a fucked up enough thing to think—but he’d thought that JJ… maybe Mitty… maybe Andropov, who was a golden retriever of a man.
Maybe the rookies, with whom he’d spent so much time, trying to make them feel part of the team from the start.
Maybe, maybe, maybe. 
But no one has texted, called, or emailed—no one except Marchant, who for all intents and purposes was just a forward formerly from Nashville that Shane sometimes faced off at the dot. 
Shane wished it didn’t hurt so fucking much, to see how easily disposable he was to the people around him, despite all the effort he’d put into being everything for everyone. 
—
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Lily
What are you wearing?




Shane smiles, types back ‘just some bracelet I found in a dumpster somewhere,’ and watches in real time as The Ilya Rozanov struggles to come up with a witty retort, three dots wiggling on the screen for longer than Shane’s ever seen.
“Is that Ilya?” his dad asks. 
He’s moving around Shane’s kitchen, sorting groceries into the multitude of cabinets while dancing around an assortment of pans and pots on the stove, Shane’s oven working really hard to accommodate the logistical campaign that was David Hollander meal prepping for his son. 
He makes a small embarrassed noise, setting the phone face down on the counter, “Yes, sorry. He’s just checking in.”
“You can text him.”
It’s not unkind, just reassurance, and Shane knows he’s going to have to talk to his parents at some point, sit them down and go through the last few days of events—plus the last few years of more of the same, give or take. 
But his dad hadn’t asked a single question yet—not about this—he’d just said ‘leave it to me’ when Shane called him asking if he could get some help with groceries and food, since his nutritionist was apparently an unprofessional coward who’d dropped him without a single word. His dad had just… gone to Whole Foods and emptied half the aisles, by the look of it. 
All without asking a single question. 
“Um, is there… anything you want to know?”
David hums. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”
He wants to say he’s sorry, but knows his dad wouldn’t take very kindly to that, not right now. 
“I’m gay,” he says, immediately frowning because yes, Shane. He knows that. 
His dad hums again, stirring a spoon in what looks to be a lighter color version of marinara sauce. The smile is not entirely absent from David’s voice as he replies, “Thank you for telling me.”
His dad keeps stirring the sauce like Shane hasn’t just told him something that had taken Shane himself years to even accept, let alone say aloud.
David had always been like that.
There was this one time, when Shane was about six or seven, when his dad had taken him to Kunstadt Sport for a new pair of skates. He just kept growing them out so quickly, his parents could barely keep up with the amount of gear that needed constant replacing. 
As his dad paid for the skates, Shane had wandered off a little to look at the rows of colorful skis on display.
A woman had come up to him then, asking if he was lost, and where was his mom? Shane hadn’t been great at talking, back then, so he’d just stared at her instead. 
“He’s with me,” David had said, but the woman hadn’t believed him. 
Had kept looking between the two of them, trying to grab Shane’s hand despite the fact Shane kept trying to get away from her, because who was this woman standing between him and his dad, why wasn’t she leaving, and David Hollander, who Shane had never heard use his voice for anything other than kind words, had said, “If you don't get away from my son, I am calling the police,” and that had been enough for Shane to react—he’d used all his strength to push her before running into David’s arms.
And still, the woman had started raising her voice, drawing an employee over. 
She’d stopped arguing only when the store manager had been called to them, and had assured her that yes, David was Shane’s father, they came to the store many times a month, and were in fact very good customers, and who was she? I didn’t catch your name. 
Shane hadn't had the words or emotional intelligence to process it at the time—the first of many—but throughout his life it had killed him, the way that people looked at them and saw everything but a father and son, because what else could they be? 
David was the man who’d gone on all fours in the middle of the living room floor and pretended he was a horse, saying ‘giddy up, giddy up!’ while Shane laughed so hard he got hiccups. 
The oven dings, taking Shane out of his memories and back into the present, where his dad is cooing at the baking dish of chicken parmesan now bubbling on a rack next to the stove.
“Hello, what a beauty you are,” he murmurs lovingly at the food, and Shane has to swallow the thickness in his throat. 
“Dad–” 
“It’s okay, Shane,” he says without turning around. “You only tell me when you’re ready.” 
“What if I never am?”
“Then you won’t tell me,” David answers like it’s the simplest thing in the world. 
He shakes his head, walks around the kitchen island to get close to his dad. “But I know you must have questions, I want you to understand why I–”
“Shane.” 
David turns around then, cups Shane’s face like he did when he was little and bruised his knees tripping while he played in the yard. “Do you think that, if I was worried, I wouldn’t be asking questions? I wouldn’t want to make sure my son is okay?”
He shakes his head no. 
“It’s maybe not… who I would have imagined for you, but—Shane, he looked so scared. He said he had just arrived during the night, so he wasn’t sure, but he thought you hadn’t eaten anything since Wednesday, maybe before.” David shakes his head. “He apologized, and said he would be more careful and make sure you ate.”
Shane’s breath catches. “He apologized?”
His dad chuckles, releasing Shane’s face and leaning against the counter. “Yes. You should have seen your mother. I couldn’t tell if she wanted to curse him out, interrogate him, or gloat over the apology.”
That’s mom, alright, he thinks.   
“So what if I don’t understand exactly how it happened?” continued David with a shrug. “That’s not for me to know. I have all the answers I need. I am not in the business of pushing people away over things I don’t understand.”
Shane thinks of his paternal grandparents, which he never sees and barely speaks to once or twice a year during mandated holidays, and nods. 
“Would you have… imagined… a girl? For me?” 
David smiles, shaking his head. “No, not for a while. But I was picturing you with more of a Hayden type, if I’m being honest.”
Shane groans, raising his hands in defeat. “What is it with people thinking Hayden would be a good boyfriend for me?!”
His dad chuckles, “Probably has something to do with the wife and kids, versus the, ah, many… lovers?” 
“Literally never say that word to me again, dad,” he shivers with disgust. “And… there won’t be… any more… of those.” 
His dad tips a shoulder nonchalantly; “Whatever works for you boys.”  
Despite his dad’s easygoing attitude over the whole matter, Shane can’t stop himself from overexplaining; “He, um, I know there was a lot—like a lot—of women, but he wasn’t playing with them, wasn’t like, just using them for his public image, he likes both, I know that sounds–”
David scoffs, “Son, I know what bisexuality is. I know sexuality is a spectrum, I am not that dense. My personal assistant is pansexual,” he says like a non sequitur. 
For his part, Shane isn’t really sure what pansexual even means. “How do you…?” 
“Oh, he came out on the intranet during Pride Month last year, wrote a whole post about it. Many people came out or talked about their non-traditional families! It was so nice to see everyone’s comments of support. Even Lilian from Expenditure had something nice to say, for once.” 
Shane has the distinct feeling the conversation has gotten away from him, because his father mentioning Lilian from Expenditure—a mythological figure that seemed to exist solely to question each and every one of David’s cost projections—meant he was about three seconds away from launching into a tirade about work.
“Many people have messaged me this week, you know?” 
He stops in his tracks, furrowing his brow. “What do you mean?” 
“Saying how horrible it is, what’s happening to you, and offering help if any was needed. Got many phone numbers of lawyers and private investigators.” He chuckles. “Many numbers of nice men for you to date, too, but something tells me you won’t be needing those.” 
Shane’s not sure what his face is doing at that moment, but his dad smiles, arching a brow. “Did you think everyone was disgusted, or hated you now?”
He shakes his head, but that’s exactly what he was thinking, and his dad knows it too.
David is wistful as he takes up a spoon and tastes the maybe-marinara sauce. “I forget sometimes, how sheltered you are. Hockey hasn’t been all that kind to you, has it?” 
They both know that statement would have never made it past his lips if Yuna had been in the room, but Shane is so grateful, right in this moment, so grateful that someone has acknowledged a truth he’d been mulling over in his brain for a while now. He loved hockey, but hockey didn’t always love him back. 
“Nope,” he says, trying for light and airy and coming out on the opposite end instead.
“Try to remember this, then,” David says. “There is a whole world out there, where many people are rooting for you.” 
Shane tips forward to hug his dad, and doesn’t let go.
—
Scott Hunter
Hey rook :) 

Can I call you? 
 
Shane 
Sure thing :) 
 
That smiley face is doing a lot of work right now, Shane thinks as he puts down the stack of DVDs he was busy packing and waits for Scott fucking Hunter to randomly call him, because that’s what people are doing now–they randomly reach out, and want to talk, talk, talk. 
The phone lights up with a call, and Shane instinctively starts counting his breaths, so he can get ahead of the curve for a change. 
“Hey Hunter.” 
“Hi Shane.”
He’s quiet then, and Shane is five seconds away from asking him to say something before he hears a sigh on the other end of the line. 
“First of all,” Hunter says, “I want to apologize for what I said to you a couple of years ago. When we fought.”
“Ah,” he replies, kindle-dry. “A timely apology.”
The other chuckles, “Yes. I just thought it might be time.”
“It’s fine. It’s been a long time.” 
It’s not fine, but Shane feels like he has more pressing matters at hand than focusing on holding a two-year old grudge over a shitty comment that had made him freak out only because Hunter had seemed to know, had been able to zero-in on the soft body of Shane in a second. 
“Mmh. I don’t think it’s fine, especially not—yeah.” Another spell of silence. “I also wanted to tell you that I am fully behind you, one-hundred-percent. If you want to have a press conference or post something on social or whatever, I will publicly support you.” 
Shane would rather take a skate to the throat than hold a press conference about his sexual identity, but he understands the weight of Hunter’s words and what they mean. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” 
“No problem. Vaughny and some others from the team said the same, so just know that the Admirals have your back.”
It feels like a loaded, layered statement, and while Shane’s never been too good at parsing those out, he feels like he’s gotten much better at it in the past week or so. “That means a lot.” 
“On that note…” Hunter segues nonchalantly, “I had an interesting conversation with Coach Murdoch earlier today.”
“Oh?” 
He can feel the knot of dread forming in the pit of his stomach, but tries to breathe it away. 
“He asked me—purely hypothetical of course—if I thought you’d be a good fit for the team. I said yes.” 
It’s probably just adrenaline, but Shane’s hands are slightly shaking now; he looks down at his wrist, and breathes. “That’s very generous of you to say.” 
“Sure,” drawls Hunter sarcastically. “Shane Hollander on my team would be such a chore, but I am so generous.” 
Shane chuckles, “Well, you do already have a star center,” he asks without asking. 
“Yes, we do. But another wouldn’t hurt, now, would it?” 
“I guess not,” Shane muses. “Or perhaps a center that can play wing, too?”
Hunter makes a curious noise, “Now there’s an idea.” 
They’re quiet for a second, and Shane stops the bouncing of his leg by sliding off the couch and kneeling on the floor instead. He immediately feels better, and sits back on his haunches in a more relaxed pose. 
“Shane, I made a promise to myself that I would win the Cup this year.” It’s a sentence that could mean everything and nothing, so he stays quiet and waits for Hunter to continue. “It’s frankly long overdue, and I need it to be this year.” 
There's an edge of desperation in Hunter’s voice, but unless he volunteers the information, Shane is not going to ask. Instead, he looks down at his wrist again, and hopes to god everything he’s ever thought and heard about Scott Hunter is true, and that this call is not recorded. 
“It would be great if it went to you and not Montreal.” 
On the other end of the line, Hunter is quiet for a shocked second, then he laughs delightedly; “It would, wouldn’t it? And you wouldn’t mind?”
Shane makes a non-committal noise, thinking back about the last few days, last week, the last couple of months. 
Shane played to win, which meant at the moment the Voyageurs were the strongest contenders for a deep playoff run—but he didn’t want to win for Montreal anymore. The damage was done, Shane already well on his way to win the Art Ross, but that didn’t mean the playoffs already were a foregone conclusion. 
Especially since he and Hayden were both getting traded, and realistically while the Voyageurs’ Second and Third lines were decent enough, they were not Shane Hollander levels of decent. It was maybe a bit too arrogant to say, too uncharacteristic of him, but Shane wouldn’t be surprised if, with Shane gone and their First line absolutely compromised, the rest of Montreal would cave in on itself. No matter who they got through the trade–that player wouldn’t be Shane, and Shane was the one that was gonna win them a back-to-back cup that year. 
You’re starting to sound like him, Hunter had told him two years prior. 
It had felt like a slap in the face at the time, a cruelty, but now Shane saw it for what it was; a compliment, because maybe right now Shane needed a little more of Ilya’s blind faith in himself.
“No,” he says. “I really wouldn’t mind. And I think we could help each other.” 
Shane can hear the smile in Hunter’s voice clear as day; “I think so too.”
—
He’s just finished packing up the rest of his books when the concierge buzzes up from the lobby; “Hello Mister Hollander, I have a delivery for you here. The courier has been screened; would you like to collect the package from the lobby, or should I let the man up?” 
“Send him up, thanks a lot.” 
He checks the outside hallway through the doorbell camera, and frowns. Packages were not unusual, but he normally ordered something before a package showed up on his doorstep. Maybe some paperwork from Farah, he thinks with a frisson of anticipation.  
When the elevator door opens, and the delivery man steps out, Shane doesn’t know if he wants to laugh or groan, so he just opens the door instead. 
“Hello!” chimes a man that right now is more flowers than FedEx uniform.
“Hello, uh, you can—thanks,” Shane says, grabbing the—frankly ginormous—arrangement from the other's hands.
“Much obliged, monsieur. There's also this,” he smiles, handing Shane a medium-sized nondescript black box with a gold sparkling ribbon wrapped around it. 
For fuck’s sake, Ilya, he thinks.
“Thank you,” Shane says as he sets down the flowers and box and grabs a 20 dollar bill from the coin tray he keeps next to the door. He looks at the flowers again and adds another 20 and 10 dollar bills to the tip. “Here you go,” he says, hoping 50 dollars will be enough to buy this man's silence.
“Oh, you're very kind!” the man smiles again, and then sort of shuffles on his feet for a second. Immediately, Shane’s anxiety sense is tingling, and he fears he might not like what happens next. 
“My daughter is bisexual!” The man’s smile is so big Shane's cheeks ache in sympathy. 
Fucking hell, Shane thinks.
“Con… congratulations? Um.”
“Yes, she and my daughter-in-law are very big Voyageurs fans. I'm so excited to tell them I delivered to you today!”
Turns out this is a man whose silence cannot be bought.
“That's—that’s great,” he lies, “The team and I are very thankful for their support. Would… would you like… an autograph maybe? Um. If you want.”
“Oh my goodness, really?”
“For sure,” Shane says, rifling through the closest drawer for a piece of cardstock. “What's her name? And… and her wife's? Partner’s?” Shane winces inwardly. ‘Partner’ sounds like they co-founded a charity together—why is the terminology around couple stuff always so cringeworthy?
“Wife! Five years now, they're having a baby this summer,” the man says, grabbing his phone from the lanyard around his neck and showing Shane the lockscreen; two smiling women stare back at him, one of them very clearly pregnant and wearing a Shane Hollander Voyageurs jersey.
“Oh, congratulations. You must be very excited.” What the fuck else is he supposed to say? 
“I am! They’re due in July and I can't wait to spoil that baby rotten. Oh, and their names are Betta and Michelle.” 
“Uh,” Shane blinks, “Like—like the fish? How am I spelling that?”
“Elisabetta,” the man chortles. “B-E-T-T-A. I told my wife this was going to happen, but it’s a family name, what can you do. When she was growing up we’d call her beet, like the vegetable? She couldn’t say her name properly so she just went by beet until she left for Harvard, then decided she was too grown up for silly nicknames. But, see?” He smiles, pointing at his left forearm, where an arrangement of beets and chamomile flowers is tattooed on the skin. “My wife’s name is Camilla, and I call her Camomilla all the time. So, beet and chamomile! I have a whole garden now.” 
Shane's pretty sure this might be the happiest man he's ever met, which is a strange thing to discover while standing at your doorstep holding cardstock and a blue sharpie for an autograph. 
He uses his Voyageurs-blue sharpie to write; “To Betta/Beet and Michelle, thank you for your support, and congratulations on your beautiful family :)” signs the card, then gives it to the man, who cradles it so reverently you'd think Shane just handed him the Charter of Rights and Freedoms. 
He really wishes he could give him tickets too, but that’s not gonna be possible anymore, considering Shane will probably be gone by the end of the week. If he still knew who to ask on the Voyageurs, he'd ask them, but... well.
“This is wonderful, thank you so much! They’re gonna be so happy—and I am going to tell everyone. I'm going to say, I delivered a beautiful gift for Shane Hollander, and he was so kind, he even signed an autograph for my daughters!"
The man smiles again and salutes Shane with a quick flick of the wrist. “I’m off now, monsieur, have a great rest of your week!”
Shane gives him his best smile, is surprised in finding it doesn't feel that fake, and waves goodbye before closing the door.
When he turns, the flowers and Bears-coded giftbox are staring at him. He takes a minute too long to locate his phone among the pile of boxes and DVDs, and when he picks it up, it’s already ringing. 
“Ilya,” he says.
“Well well well, if it isn’t Hayden Pike’s boyfriend, Shane Hollander,” he drawls like the cat who got the cream. “Little text says FedEx delivered my present, yes?”
“What the hell did you send me,” he says, trying to hide the amusement in his voice. 
“You have many suitors now—Pike, Marchant. I need to stake my claim, yes? I will not be upstaged by Hayden fucking Pike.”
Shane smiles, putting Ilya on speakerphone as he fills up a vase with water and arranges the flowers on the table so the sunlight can kiss them. “These are beautiful, thank you.” 
“Mmh, you’re welcome,” Ilya murmurs. “And the box?” 
“I haven’t checked it yet, one sec.” He coils the ribbon neatly around his hand, then sets it aside and lifts the lid. “Ilya, what did you do?” he whispers, breath catching as he sees another suspiciously shaped navy blue box, the monogram HW etched in silver on the top. 
Ilya hums, quieter now. “Thought dumpster diving did not suit your delicate hands.” 
Shane opens the box and, not for the first time in the past six years, has no idea what to say in the face of one of Ilya’s gestures. 
It’s a necklace this time, a platinum choker made up of alternating flowers—small ones, tiny knots and bigger clusters arranged in a three-lobed shape. All encrusted in what can only be diamonds. A lot of diamonds. Like, at least more than two, according to Shane’s frazzled estimation, because did Ilya just buy him a diamond necklace? 
It looks so delicate Shane’s afraid of picking it up, sure his clumsy hands are going to fumble it and break it in less than a second. There’s a glossy card accompanying the necklace, showing a picture of a luxury storefront and the words Harry Winston on it. Lily Cluster Collection, the back of the card reads, and Shane lets himself spill onto the couch. 
“Hollander?” On the other end of the line, Ilya actually sounds tense. 
“That’s not my name,” Shane murmurs, sounding distant even to his ears. 
Ilya is quiet for a moment, probably listening to Shane breathing and looking for clues as to whether he’s freaking out. 
But the thing is—he isn’t. 
He feels… full, but not in a bad way, not like being burdened or overwhelmed. It’s more like he’s been sitting around waiting for something, not knowing what it was, and now through a series of serendipitous events that thing has arrived, and Shane is… content?
Was that the right word for it?
It would have to be, because he wasn't letting himself think about the other one. 
“Is too much?”
“It’s a diamond necklace. Of course it’s too much—not that I don’t—I think it looks beautiful, Ilya, but you don’t… you don't need to buy me things. You know that, right?” 
“Maybe I just want to see you wearing things I gave you,” Ilya simply says. 
Shane feels a sharp jolt of emotion course through him, is absolutely powerless to stop the actual whimper that pushes its way out his throat. He tries to cover it up with a small cough, but knows Ilya’s heard it anyway. “Yeah?”
“Mmh. Maybe I want to look at you when you wear it in public. No one knows I gave it to you, but they know you belong to someone who buys you diamonds. You know.” 
He thinks it should feel embarrassing, being addressed like this. Being talked about like he’s a doll Ilya can dress up in gold and platinum and show off. But maybe there’s something wrong with Shane, because Ilya says things like that, tells him he owns him, and Shane’s brain goes quiet, and it’s so peaceful inside his body when his head is quiet. 
If the choice was up to himself, he would probably never wear it. 
It’s a very feminine necklace, for one, and Shane’s already an openly gay player in the NHL, there is no way he’s allowing himself to—to wear this beautiful, delicate necklace in public. No way he’s letting it sit on top of his neck, right above his Adam’s apple, diamonds glinting off in the light and peeking through the open neckline of his dress shirt as he gives a speech, presents an award, talks to the press.
But he knows, he knows with absolute certainty that if Ilya asked him to, he’d wear it in public for the world to see. No one would know, but he would. Ilya would. 
“You want me to wear this in public?” Shane asks. 
Branded, claimed, and owned. 
“I want you to take off your clothes and get on your knees,” Ilya says, voice going dark as it whispers promises across the 492 kilometers between them.
Shane slides down to the floor immediately, sets the phone on the coffee table and takes off his shirt, slides out of his sweatpants and briefs and folds everything in a neat pile on the table. “I did,” he murmurs, waiting for Ilya to tell him what to do, already hard and wishing Ilya was there to look at him, to touch him. 
To clasp that necklace closed against Shane's neck, hooking a finger into it to guide Shane forward until he’s feeding him his cock. 
“Jerk yourself off while you look at it.”
Shane’s breath snags in his throat, heat blooming inside of him and electricity crackling all over his skin. He sets the necklace more fully on the table, takes himself in hand and whimpers again, starting to stroke himself slowly, almost teasingly, like Ilya would if he was there. 
“You always make such pretty noises for me,” Ilya says, so Shane gives him another. “Yes, like that. Are you looking at the necklace, Shane?”
His breath stutters, “Yes.” 
“Are you thinking about wearing it for me?” If he wasn't before, he sure is now. 
“Yes,” he says again, doesn’t even try to bite back his next moan in the hopes that Ilya will praise him again. 
“What would people think, mh? That you wear necklace like that? What would they say?”
Shane’s been having a hard few days confronting people’s perception and opinions of him, but the thought of anyone, everyone looking at him in Ilya’s necklace now makes him shiver with arousal instead of dread. 
“They would—fuck Ilya, they would think I belong to you.” 
“You do,” Ilya says, like the simplest truth in the world. 
He’s breathing heavily now, hand now stripping his cock furiously, because suddenly he can’t stop the images forming unbidden in his head—Shane would wear this in public, he would wear this in the Voyageurs’ locker room, would stare down Gilbert fucking Comeau and dare him, fucking dare him to say something, to—bend Shane over and give him a parting gift while Shane is wearing Ilya on his skin. 
Shane would laugh at him, cruel like Ilya sounds when he knows Shane wants him mean and detached, and say—he would look Comeau in the eye, would stare all of them down, and say—you think you’d know what to do with me? You think you can touch me? He would fucking kill you if you tried. He would kill you. 
Then Ilya would be there, behind Shane, hands sliding up Shane’s body, to his throat, down his front, gripping Shane’s cock and showing him off, look how pretty he is, he would say, look how good he is for me, and none of you can have this, none of you can have what’s mine.  
Ilya would mark Shane’s skin as his in front of everyone, would command Shane to go to his knees and Shane happily would, naked except for his necklace, and they would all look at him, and watch the way Ilya’s dick fits in his mouth perfectly, hear the way he makes such pretty noises for Ilya, and they’d all be fucking jealous, of him, of the fact none of them could ever even come close to what Ilya does to him, to how he makes him feel–
“I’m close,” he whines high in his throat. “Please, please can I come, pl–”
“Yes, sweetheart. Come all over your necklace.” 
Fuck, Shane thinks, cupping one hand in front of him at the last second so he doesn't actually drench a fucking 5.33 carat diamond choker in his release. 
“Fuck,” Ilya says on the other side of the phone, makes a pained noise and comes too. 
“Ilya,” Shane moans, heart jackrabbiting in his chest as he tries to get his breathing back under control, “Ilya–”
“I know—I know, I know,” the other says, sounding as out of it as Shane feels right now, breathing fast into the phone. “Me too, Shane. Me too.” 
He sits on the floor, leaning his head back against the couch, closes his eyes and listens to Ilya’s breathing go back to normal.  
 —
There’s another wrapped present inside the box, and it’s a testament to Shane’s Ilya-shaped tunnel vision that he only notices hours after he's gotten up from the floor, showered, and securely tucked the necklace in his safe. 
He goes to grab his laptop from underneath Ilya’s giftbox so he can Google “Harry Winston diamonds ethically sourced?” and that’s when he notices there’s something else in the box—a thick, rectangular packet wrapped in ordinary brown paper. There’s a pink post-it tacked on top of it; it reads “use me,” in what he assumes is Ilya’s handwriting. 
It’s a Lonely Planet New York City travel guide, spine broken and edges well-worn, with earmarked pages and a bunch of sticky tabs in different colors popping out at the top. Shane picks up the guidebook carefully, as though it might fall apart in his hands. He flips to a random page, a highlighted paragraph catching his eye. 
“You would like the pastrami burger”, Ilya's neat scrawl informs him in the margins of an entry for Jeffrey's Grocery in the West Village.
Shane traces the word with his fingers, then brings them to his mouth in a kiss.
—
“I’m sending a few players your way,” Farah tells him after they’re done exchanging greetings. 
“With, like, torches and pitchforks?” Shane says. 
She smiles and winks, “Nothing to worry about, just some nice guys who reached out to offer support. I would rather maintain control over your official inbox for the time being, but we’ve created a more personal email address for this type of thing. Tiên will reach out with the account information later.” 
Shane is oddly touched by the gesture. He’d happily relinquished all his social media to Farah and her team, and he hadn’t heard a peep about it from Farah or Tiên herself—which was exactly what he wanted, even though he did feel guilty at the thought of Tiên likely drowning in the cesspool of public opinion and think pieces. 
They'd still wanted him to be able to read the supportive messages, though, so they'd made him a separate inbox. It was a lot more thoughtful than what he’d been expecting from a manager who wasn’t his mom.  “Thank you, Farah. That’s really kind of you.”
“It was Tiên’s idea. She’s putting together a packet with the best social media posts, you’ll get it soon. I wasn’t kidding when I said a lot of people are on your side.” 
He nods, not trusting himself with words right now. It would be Tiên’s idea to spend hours going through Twitter with a fine-tooth comb to report on hashtags, users, and tweets that were being supportive. 
“In the meantime, I did a little bit of digging, as we agreed. Had some nice talks with some nice people, and I am very happy to confirm that every team on your list would be honored to have you. No big surprise there.” 
“Oh,” he says. He hadn’t realized until Farah said it that he’d been worried they'd reject him. He was a stellar player, sure, but at the moment he was also a huge gamble, and he certainly didn't come without baggage.
“The Admirals and Bears specifically dropped some hints they’d be—incredibly keen, shall we say, with having you on board.” She chuckles. “Jean-Pierre said he’d make sure to collar Rozanov and tie him to a fencepost, in case you were to get traded there.” 
Shane feels himself flush; “You talked to Le Clair?” 
“Well, I spoke with Gallagher first—their Assistant GM?—and about five minutes later JP called me to ask if I was being serious. Of course, I told him I was being completely hypothetical and highly theoretical.”
“Of course,” Shane says, wanting nothing more in life but to hear about Ilya getting wrangled by his coach. 
Farah smiles, “I trust JP, I’ve known him for many years and he’s a straight-talk, no-bullshit kind of man. He assured me Rozanov wouldn’t be a problem, and in fact pointed out that Rozanov runs a very clean locker room, so you’d be safe there.” 
Shane knew he would, but it kindles a small flame in him anyway. Not because he'd doubted Ilya—because someone else hadn't. Because Ilya was respected and trusted by his coach; trusted enough that putting Hollander and Rozanov in the same locker room wasn't considered a prelude to disaster.
“And… you said something about New York…?”
Farah narrows her eyes, making an interested noise; “Yes, I spoke with their President of Hockey Operations, Francesca DeLuca—lovely woman, real big dick New Yorker energy. You can literally hear her coming a mile away. Just stay out of range of those hand gestures, if you ever meet her in person. 
Anyway, Francesca assured me they would hypothetically trade half their roster and cede their first five picks to get their hands on you. I got the impression she views passing on Shane Hollander as a personal failure of management.” Farah smirks; “Like I said, very keen.” 
Shane nods; “And… the locker room?”
“As good as they say,” Farah confirms. “Hunter has been taking a more… decisive approach ever since that whole Zullo debacle, and so have his As. I’ve checked with Tiên as well, nothing even remotely questionable from anyone’s socials going back at least two, maybe two and a half years. Unless you consider Jaalo’s predilection for Eurovision hits a crime—in which case, New York is not for you.”
He nods again, taking a deep breath and worrying the links of his bracelet.
“If given the choice, where would you rather go?” she asks then, probably already suspecting an answer but needing to hear Shane say it. 
His voice is small when he says it the first time, but then he looks at his wrist and clears his throat, squares his shoulders.
“New York,” he confirms, clear and decisive. 
“Then I will get you there,” Farah simply says.
—
He places his meal of ginger chicken, brown rice, and roasted vegetables on the counter, and settles in with a pitcher of water to wait for Ilya’s call. The other had texted ahead to let him know he was a few minutes late, and by the time the Skype ringtone fills the room, Shane is all but vibrating because he really wants to talk about it. 
After the call with Farah Shane had sat down with Ilya’s guidebook, idly flipping through the pages randomly and reading the various comments, curious about what had to be a color-coding system, unless Ilya had just decided to torture him with chaotic stationery instead. 
He had so many questions. 
“Hi,” says Ilya when he takes the call. He’s looking a bit sweaty and slightly out of breath. 
“You okay?” 
“Yeah, was arguing with IKEA furniture.” 
“You have IKEA furniture?” 
“I do now. Saint-Vicky found out IKEA sells a divorcemaker? Is like a big entertainment center. Vicky insisted we all try to build it in pairs, see who lasted longer without arguing.” 
Shane chuckles, “What even. Who won?”
“Not me, since now I have ugly IKEA divorcemaker in my house.” 
He laughs, spearing a carrot with his fork and taking the first bite of dinner between them. Ilya smiles a little, but lowers his eyes and doesn’t say a word about it. 
“Hey,” Shane says softly, watches Ilya load up his fork with a truly inordinate amount of spaghetti and all but unhinge his jaw to fit the forkful in his mouth. 
“Mh?”
“Thank you for the guidebook. I’m definitely gonna use it once I get to New York.” 
Ilya looks up at him, cheeks stuffed full of pasta and expression so fond in a way that makes Shane’s overworked heart skip a beat. 
“Ah, finally you notice.” 
Shane rolls his eyes, “Yes, well, I like to think I’d have noticed it sooner if you hadn’t made me strip and jerk off on a six-hundred-and-nineteen-fucking-diamonds necklace.”
The other laughs delightedly, wipes his chin with the back of his hand before diving back into the spaghetti. “Don’t pretend you did not like that.”



“I did,” Shane says with what he hopes is enough heat in his gaze to properly convey just how much he enjoyed their earlier call. 
Ilya holds his gaze for a beat too long, reading him like an open book; the spaghetti stops halfway to his open mouth before he shuts it with a click. The other clears his throat before taking another bite. “You already try to Google where the diamonds come from?”
Shane makes a displeased noise, cutting up a neat piece of chicken for himself; “I was going to, but then I saw the book and forgot.”
The other snorts, “Is okay, I have sustainability certificates for you. I did not include in box because it would have been very tacky, but I can send you the papers.” 
“It’s not—tacky to care about the ethics of diamond acquisition, human exploitation, and warlord financing,” he frowns. 
“No, but stack of bureaucracy next to beautiful necklace does not say romantic. I was trying to be romantic.”
And yet you made sure to ask for sustainability certificates, Shane thinks, finding the way Ilya knows him enough to no doubt harass a Harry Winston employee with demands for chain of supply paperwork and responsible sourcing audit almost more romantic than the necklace itself. 
Instead, he says; “I could tell. How much did it even cost?—wait, don’t tell me, I already feel like a sugar baby without knowing you spent… I don’t know, 50k? on a necklace I can’t wear in public?”
Ilya snorts in amusement, “50k, sure.”
Shane blinks, “Ilya. Was it less? Was it—was it more?”
“Does my sugar baby really want to know?” He’s smiling, but even through the screen Shane can tell he looks embarrassed. 
Definitely more, he thinks, and does his best to hide his own embarrassed flush, because 50k would have already been an absolutely ridiculous price, but it’s more, and while yes, Ilya is probably certifiable at this point, Shane also finds the thought of Ilya Rozanov walking into a jewelry store and dropping an inordinate amount of money on a necklace—a necklace for Shane—hot as fuck. 
“Ilya,” he shakes himself and tries to be responsible, “What the actual fuck are you doing dropping this much money on a gift? Don’t. It's not worth it.”  
The other hums, taking a few swigs of water and just looking at Shane. He knows, Shane thinks. He knows you think it’s hot. Fuck, you’re gonna need a bigger safe. 
“Is worth it if thinking about it makes you come in three minutes while sounding like a cat in heat.” 
Shane chokes on a carrot, resists the urge to cover his tablet’s camera with a hand. “No more, Ilya—no more diamonds.” he tries for stern, probably lands somewhere in the ballpark of ‘visibly aroused but trying to be sensible about—this’.
“What you mean no more diamonds, what else am I supposed to buy you?” 
He laughs at Ilya’s affronted face, “Nothing. You’re not supposed to buy me anything.”
The other looks less than impressed as he says, “Hollander, I know you are boring but not even your boring Canadianness will stop me from buying you things.”
Shane keeps laughing, scrapes the leftover ginger glaze on his plate with the fork and sucks it clean. “Okay, then gifts are capped at 10 dollars.” 
Ilya scoffs, “One-hundred, at least.”
“Twenty,” he laughs again. 
“Eighty-one,” Ilya smirks. 
Shane rolls his eyes, but he’s smiling anyway so it’s just for show. “Twenty-four,” he grins back. 
“Is too low, Hollander, fifty at least. Fifty and a gift card.” 
“Ilya,” he laughs again. “Fifty and no gift card.”  
“Fifty per item, not total package. Last offer.” 
Shane looks at Ilya’s grin, so wide and happy he almost looks like a completely different person, and thinks that he would be fine with having a diamond necklace for every day of the week, if that’s the reaction Ilya has about buying him presents. 
“You look happy,” he tells the other. 
Ilya’s smile grows more contemplative, mirth still dancing in his eyes and one hand going out of frame as he touches the screen. “I am.” 
“Will you still look happy if I ask about whether the guidebook was yours?”
The other keeps smiling, nods. “I know the city well enough now. Thought you could use it.”
Shane imagines a younger Ilya Rozanov seeing New York for the first time, feeling compelled to buy a guidebook so he could make the most of whatever scrap of time he’d been able to carve out in between games and flights. 
There is so much they still don’t know about each other, to the point where Shane wonders if it’s possible to feel all of this for someone you know so little, comparatively speaking. And wasn’t love supposed to be something patient, kind, something that grew with time, that had to be nurtured?  
It felt like lightning to him. 
Sudden. Blinding. 
The bright flash in the dark of a lighter clicking in an alley, a water bottle shaking in his direction, the chime of Ilya’s laugh as they face off for the CCM shoot, do I make you curious? delivered straight into the shell of his ear. 
The crack of thunder of that first kiss. The first time Shane had gone on his knees for Ilya and immediately known he would want to keep doing it for the rest of his life, if the other allowed him to. The realization, sharp and immediate, that something fundamental had changed and there was no going back.
So far their love had been neither patient nor kind, but maybe it did grow with time, morphing from one form to the next as they grew out of their teenage bodies, then into their feelings, evolved versions of those same kids who'd been living in different continents the first time they'd heard about each other being the best. Maybe neither of them had ever really stopped moving forward after that.
“When did you… did you write all the annotations yesterday?”
Ilya shifts in his seat. “Mmh. Some, yes.” 
“And the others?”
Ilya shrugs, which usually means he’s about to say something that will completely alter Shane’s perception of reality—or at the very least of the last six years. “Depends. I have had the guide for a while.”
“And you… thought of me when you read it?” 
“Sometimes, yes,” he admits quietly. 
“Can you… tell me?” 
He knows Ilya isn’t very comfortable with this line of questioning, doesn’t want to poke and prod with the intent to humiliate or for the sake of arrogance, just to force Ilya into confessing the truth of the softness hiding behind his spikes.
But Shane needs to know this man, wants to take night classes and intensive courses that explain the lore of Ilya Rozanov, who calls him boring and buys him jewelry, whose slapshot is the hardest in the league, but whose fingers trace Shane’s freckles so gently it makes him want to cry. 
Ilya rubs his mouth with the back of his hand, shrugs again. “Sometimes I would go somewhere, and think you would like it. Sometimes I would read on the guide about a place, and wanted to… go there with you.”
Lightning bolt.
“Did you… mark those? The ones you wanted to visit with me?” 
“Red tabs.”
Thundercrack. 
“Oh.” He takes a steadying breath; “Then maybe—maybe when we both have a day off or something… maybe we can… check one out? If you want.” 
Ilya is very still, but by now Shane knows it’s not Skype glitching, just Ilya working through the mortifying ordeal of being perceived. 
“Is that what you want?” 
“Yes,” Shane says immediately, then goes for broke. “So much it scares me” 
Ilya moves again then, the line of his shoulders gentling as he lets out a controlled breath. “Okay. Then we will do that.”
Shane thinks it very clearly for the first time then—not in the abstract way he’s been chasing the words around in his mind, knowing the quality of the feeling and its intrinsic meaning but not daring to say it out loud even in the quiet of his dark spaces. 
I love him, he thinks. 
—
Later, when he’s tucked into bed with his guidebook on the nightstand, Shane looks at the flowers Ilya sent, and while he resists the urge to Google “Harry Winston Lily Cluster cost?,” he does cave and Google “Meaning of flowers”.
An hour later he's 17 tabs deep into the history of Victorian floriography and has ordered three books on the subject from Indigo. 
The purple tulips mean yearning for someone's presence. The forget-me-nots are exactly as subtle as they sound. The red carnations are somehow worse.
Shane turns off the light and falls asleep staring at the flowers in the semi-darkness, a smile on his lips.
—
When he first hears the noise, he’s standing in a field of wildflowers. 
It’s like pebbles sliding down the side of a ravine, but much bigger. Like the groaning of icebergs getting ripped apart, or like tectonic plates shifting suddenly. 
The sky was clear a minute ago, as Shane walked through the flowers and let his hands graze the tall grass, but now when he looks up Shane can see the sky has gone completely dark. 
He hears the noise again, just then. 
Like the very fabric of the Earth is splitting open. The first tear starts forming beneath his feet, slow at first but then whip-crack fast. He tries to run, but his feet are being held by a tangle of brambles and thorns, anchoring him to the ground that’s started opening beneath him in a yawning gap. 
More vines slither up from the fissure, slide up his calves, wrap around his knees, his thighs, and start pulling. 
Shane scrambles for purchase, arms windmilling in a frantic struggle, but he’s still alone, standing in the field, the flowers drying up and blackening around him as he casts around for something—anything he can hold on to as the tendrils keep tearing at his clothes, keep tightening, keep pulling him in. 
But there is nothing for miles. 
His breath catches, and then he falls into the earth. 
—
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Shane jolts awake, the vines tangled around his legs making him gasp and whimper as he struggles to get free, to breathe through the sheer panic he feels. He flings out a hand, sends the bedside lamp crashing to the ground in his haste, hears the noise of glass shattering. He finds his phone, and turns on the flashlight with shaky fingers. 
The cone of light shows him that his legs are tangled in the sheets, not wrapped in thorns, but still he can't focus his scattered thoughts long enough to start counting, to start breathing in a pattern that will help. He switches on the overhead light, and immediately knows it’s a mistake when his head starts spinning. 
He falls off the bed in a rush to rid his skin of the maddening slide of Egyptian cotton against his skin, the crisp whisper of the fabric too much right now. 
Shane all but crawls to the bathroom, where he at least had the forethought of installing mood lighting, and climbs inside the tub. He curls in on his side and lets the coolness of the ceramic soothe him as he slowly gains control over his unsteady breath and rabbiting heartbeat.
He’s still gripping his phone so tightly he hears a tiny cracking noise, so he forces himself to unlock the screen, and navigate to his call log instead. 
There is only one person he wants to talk to right now. 
The ringback tone hangs in the air for what feels like a lifetime before a sleepy voice on the other side greets him; “Shane? Baby? What’s wrong?”
He huffs out a shaky breath, lifting his arm to look at his wrist and the glimmer of gold in the low light of his bathroom. 
“Mom—mom I’m so sorry,” he breaks. 
“Oh, honey.” 
There’s a rustling on the other side of the line, his father’s voice coming through tinny as he mumbles ‘where are you going?’ before a door is shut, and Yuna’s warm tone envelops Shane. 
“Talk to me, Shane, what’s wrong?”
He laughs, but it sounds desperate; “How much time do you have?” 
“All the time you need. Come on, count with me; one, two-” 
Shane closes his eyes, counts until he can straighten his limbs in jerky motions and lie flat in the tub. “I’m sorry,” he says again. 
“For what?” 
“For… for everything, mom—fuck, for—for messing up, for not telling you, for—for not telling you about Ilya, for—for getting traded–”
“You’re getting traded?”
“Mom,” he says again, can feel himself starting to cry from how wobbly his voice sounds.
In a hotel room in downtown Montreal, Yuna sighs. “Shane, don’t be sorry. You’ve done nothing wrong.” 
“I lied to you.” 
“You were scared,” she retorts. 
“It shouldn't have mattered, I—I’m better than that, you taught me better than that.” He scrubs away the tears and tries to sit up, but finds he can't, his legs heavy and leaden.
“It’s okay, Shane. I’m not mad.” 
“You should be!” he thinks he’s yelling, but he’s not really sure at this point. “Do you know how long I’ve hidden this for—how long I’ve been seeing him, how long it–” 
“It doesn’t matter, baby, I under-”
“Since 2010, mom. Before rookie season even started.”
Yuna goes very quiet, and then says, “Oh.” 
“Yeah, oh,” he says, unsure whether he’s angry, frustrated, scared, guilty, or all the above. “I’ve known I was gay this entire time, and I never told you, I am a liability, I–”
“Is this why you asked me to stop managing you?”
He stops in his tracks. 
Was it?
At the time he’d told himself it was because it felt unprofessional, to be in his twenties and have his mother manage him—no matter that she was incredibly good, a lifetime of evidence in her favor. Was there another reason though, one that Shane hadn’t considered—at least on a conscious level?   
“I don’t know,” he replies honestly. 
“It’s okay, honey,” she says again. “I understand why you didn’t tell me. I know I don’t… I know that I’m not always good at showing it, but… I am your mother, Shane. Before anything else. I didn’t go through nine months of Nutella-covered pickles just for fun. I did it because I love you.” 
Shane curls back in on himself, wiping his eyes with his thumb. 
“I feel like all I do is disappoint you,” he confesses, quiet into the ceramic womb of his bathtub. 
“You have never disappointed me, not a day in your life;” his mom’s voice is firm as she says it, purposeful in a way that means he will be quizzed about this at a later date. “Never, Shane, do you understand this?”  
“Yes,” he says, not sure he understands but willing enough to try. 
“You could—you could rob a bank and I would still love you. You could set a house on fire, and I would tell you what a good job you did. You could—you could have Ilya Rozanov sitting on your couch, and I would tell you how much cuter he looks in person.”
Shane knows he should be grateful and leave it at that, but he needs to know. 
“What if I stopped playing hockey?”
Yuna’s breath catches. “Is… is that what you want?” 
No, he thinks, but that’s an answer anyway. 
“I’m probably going to get traded to the Admirals,” he says instead, wills himself to stop asking questions he knows are only going to create an even bigger rift between them. 
His mom clears her throat, “They’re a good team. I think they can win the Cup this year, if you're with them.” 
“Yeah. I’ll… I’ll keep playing, mom—it won’t be with the Voyageurs, but–”
“Fuck the Voyageurs,” Yuna Hollander curses in front of God and the NHL, an impossible sentiment coming from the woman who was collecting their merchandise well before Shane had ever been on the team, or even existed at all. 
“Mom, come on.”
“No, Shane. Fuck them. I am your mother, you listen to me—and I say; fuck the Montreal Voyageurs. Come on. Say it with me.” 
“Okay,” he says with a tired smile. “Fuck the Montreal Voyageurs. I will win you the Cup again, mom. I promise.”
“I know you will, honey,” she says, and Shane finally sits up and keeps breathing. 
—
Shane was thinking about eggs. And chickens. 
Specifically, which one had come first for him, in the grand scheme of things? 
Was it something that had always been there, just software he came pre-installed with, or had it been a gradual, continuous upgrade to his CPU that had taught him this—that affection was something you had to earn? That his value was directly proportional to the things he achieved? 
Was it the way other mothers talked behind Yuna’s back at school bake sales, fake smiles on their faces when she turned to them, the way they spoke to her so loud and slow like Yuna Hollander was stupid, like she was fresh off the boat instead of a McGill honors graduate with a Bachelor of Commerce in Marketing + Finance, who worked in Private Wealth Management so many hours a week she’d come to the bake sale with a tray of store-bought brownies only because Shane had begged her to? 
Or was it the way he’d watched his dad go from explaining, over and over again, that he and his wife had met in school here in Canada, not while he was on an exotic vacation in Thailand, or Vietnam, or China—to the way he’d started laughing about it instead, awkward and resigned, and then as the years passed had started just staring at people instead, no light in his eyes and no smile on his face. Daring them to explain the joke. 
Maybe it was the way he’d watched his parents pay the price of choosing each other—constantly over the years, over and over again even as family and friends made it difficult—that told him affection was earned, and came with pages crammed full with small print. 
Affection was always conditional, and something he had to keep working to earn. 
Because if you didn’t continue being good, people would stop liking you, and then where would you be? 
By twenty-four, Shane was constantly running the math in his head, playing 4D chess to make sure he kept everyone happy, so that everyone would keep loving him. But the thing is, right now, as he stares at the cardboard boxes neatly stacked in his living room, he thinks that the Voyageurs' WAGs would never organize a whole day to help him pack—and even if they did, only Hayden and Jackie would show up anyway.
And that was something else—Shane was pretty sure he’d never had to earn their affection a single second in his life. 
Hayden and Jackie had just shown up, set up camp in the space between Shane’s ribs, and made themselves at home. 
So what the hell had he been doing this whole time? 
—
“Run, run!” Ruby giggles, gripping his hair tightly as Shane lifts her up onto his shoulders, then jogs away from Hayden. 
“We’re too fast. They’ll never catch us,” he promises, and dekes around Hayden when the other moves closer. 
Jade shrieks, “Get them, daddy!” and bounces on Hayden’s shoulders.
Shane’s by no means lacking in stamina, but two hours piggybacking the twins around as they play pirates are maybe a bit too much even for him, because he’s starting to feel winded now, and he’s pretty sure there are gigantic sweat stains on his pits and along his back. 
He’d meant to just go to the Pikes’ for dinner, but then he found himself sat in his flat, staring at the piles of neatly stacked boxes, at the itemized list of contents he’d made for Future Shane so he would know exactly what was where once the time came to unpack, and he’d thought; I’m not gonna see my best friends and my godkids again.
Which, okay—dramatic as hell, but that’s how it felt. He could drive, hop onto a plane, but there wouldn’t be any more babysitting, any more Friday dinners, any more picking them up from school when Hayd or Jackie were in a bind, any more bedtime stories.
Shane had felt something inside twist a little, just then, resigned they would forget him—Arthur especially, who wasn’t even old enough to call him ‘uncle Shane’ yet.
So he’d taken his car and driven all the way to his best friend’s house, apologizing for being four hours earlier and promising Jackie he was fine as she almost strangled him to death with a hug—he was fine, he just wanted to play with the girls for a little before dinner. 
“We’re gonna win!” Ruby yells, slapping the top of Shane’s head and making him laugh. 
“Yes we are!” he yells back as Hayden reaches out a hand and makes a desperate but fruitless grab for Shane’s shirt. He and Ruby blow twin raspberries at him.
Hayden makes a frustrated noise, “Oh come the fuck-"
“Swear jar,” says Jackie from the porch. “And also go get cleaned up, you look disgusting and dinner is ready.” 
Ruby starts climbing higher then, little feet digging into Shane’s back as she conquers Mount Everest and stands on top of his shoulder, arms flung out as she screams “We fucking won!” causing Hayden to trip on his feet. 
“Ruby, do not say that word ever again-”
“We fucking won!” shrieks Jade, immediately latching on to the fact they’re not supposed to say that word ever again. 
Shane tries not to laugh, but it’s a lost cause; “Swear jar times two,” he teases. 
Hayden flips him off. 
—
While Hayden and Jackie put the kids to bed, Shane goes to his car and grabs the manila folder from his passenger seat. 
Dinner had felt like normal, but there was a moment towards the end where Shane had slipped and mentioned moving, and they’d had to explain to the girls that uncle Shane was going to leave Montreal because of work. 
He’d wanted to say it was going to be just for a little while, but it would have been a lie and Shane was not in the business of lying to children—not his children at least. 
“But you’re still coming to my ballet recital, right?” Ruby asked, worry written all over her face, and Shane had promised to himself that yes, he would come back for the ballet recital, no matter what sort of nonsense was going on in his life at that time. 
Hayden and Jackie walk down the stairs together, talking to each other in hushed tones, and Shane has to look away when Hayden smiles, booping Jackie’s nose and making her laugh. 
No more of this either, he thinks, looking away. 
He shakes himself, and waits for Hayden and Jackie to sit down again before sliding the manila folder towards the middle of the table. 
“Uh oh,” Jackie says, frowning as she flips to the first page and immediately slaps the papers down, “Absolutely fucking not, Shane.” 
“What?” says Hayden, reaching for the folder and checking its content. “Oh fuck no, what the fuck dude? Are you insane?” 
Shane shrugs, “I just wanted to leave something for them to remember me by.” 
“You’re not moving to fucking Jupiter dude, you’re going to—wait, where are you going again? Whatever, it doesn’t matter, you’re not… you’re not… trust funding my kids, what the fuck?” Hayden shakes the papers in Shane’s general direction. 
“It’s practical,” he retorts. “It can pay for school, for a sabbatical year before school, for… for a house downpayment, for any expense—and I made sure that you could access the money at any point, and that each fund would continue accruing interest until the girls become twenty-five. Sorry, that was the maximum they’d allow me.” 
“Shane,” Jackie says, with the same tone she’d used to tell Jade that no, baby, you can’t put bleach on your potatoes, because that would be very bad. “We love you, and the kids love you, and I know we always joke that Hayden’s salary is very cheap-”
“Girl, fuck you, it still paid for the house, didn’t it?!”
Jackie scoffs, “My mom paid for the house, your ass didn’t pay for shit-”
Shane watches them bicker, and quickly swipes his thumb at the corner of his eye to dry away a runaway tear. These two perfect dumbasses were his best friends, and he was going to have to leave them behind.
“Shane,” Jackie tries again. “We’ll still be here, it doesn’t matter whether you go to… to Florida, or Connecticut, or wherever,” she waves a hand in the air as if it really doesn’t matter.
Hayden hums; “We won’t really be here because we’ll be in Ottawa, but you know what she means.”
Shane’s head snaps up then; “You’re getting traded to the Centaurs?!”
“Giddy up, babe,” Hayden smiles, but it’s a little sad. “I will miss winning, that’s for sure.” 
Jackie leans in to kiss his cheek, then rests her head against Hayden’s shoulder. 
“Ottawa is… a beautiful city,” Shane says. 
Hayden snorts, “Ottawa? Yes, it truly is the Paris of Canada.”
“Hey, I’m from Ottawa!” 
“Yes, and you’re such a worldly socialite, you’re really proving my point.” Hayden lifts a hand then, stopping Shane’s inevitable ‘fuck you’ in its tracks. “But Ottawa is only a couple of hours from here, and we’re going to be doing back and forth for a little while until we’re able to settle in properly. I love hockey, but I don’t want to be away from my family any more than I have to.”
He brings up his and Jackie’s hands, tangled together, and kisses Jackie’s, addressing his next words to his wife directly. “Ottawa is perfect. I will even keep my subpar salary that has never paid for a single thing in our lives, especially not that Wolf range with the built-in griddle that you insisted was a necessity.”
“And that is probably going to make sure we don't actively lose money when selling our house in this godforsaken market.”
“Thank you, guys,” Shane says before he can stop himself. 
The Pikes look at him like he’s just grown another head. 
“For what?” Jackie says. 
“For… I don't know. For being my friends,” he shrugs, trying to undercut the significance of the word. 
“Yes,” Hayden drawls. “It’s been nothing but hardships, really.” 
Jackie nods her assent, “I mean, personally I’m just so glad you’re not gay, because then it would truly be a problem, since I know you would try to steal my husband away.”
Hayden preens, raising a finger at his wife, “Still Reddit’s number one, baby.”
“Oh honey,” she pats his face, “I’m so happy for you and Shane, you make a beautiful couple.” 
“I do like blue eyes,” Shane murmurs, forcing himself to stop catastrophizing for at least thirty seconds. 
Maybe they’re right, maybe it will be fine—maybe the girls won’t forget him, and maybe they can try Skyping once a week or so—it was working for him and Ilya, wasn't it? 
Jackie smirks, wiggling her brows, “Yes you do, you saucy minx. I know aaaaaaall about it now, and you won’t be able to escape my questions, just you wait.” 
Shane groans, “Not you too, Jackjack.” 
“Oh, definitely me too, because the WAGs and I have been wondering about Rozanov for years. Let me tell you, we almost sent Martine to Boston with an Agent Provocateur babydoll after Patrice cheated on her last year.”
Shane makes a noise like a wounded animal, unsure whether he wants to laugh or be irrationally jealous, because—“What the fuck Jackie.” 
“Don’t worry,” she says, “She chickened out at the airport.” 
“I’m sorry,” Hayden interjects, “Can we back up real quick to where you said you’ve been wondering about Ilya Rozanov for years?” 
“Can we maybe not,” says Shane. 
“Well,” starts Jackie; “We just talked about him. And other hot guys in the league. We do Fuck, Marry, Kill pretty often, actually. Matti Jaalo is really popular.”
Hayden perks up, “Am I popular?” 
“We don't talk about our own men, that's gross. We do your laundry and cook your meals, there is no magic left—not the same magic there would be between say, me and Jaalo. Or—or Marleau. But anyway,” she flaps her hand in the air again as Hayden looks incredibly affronted, “I will be continuing this discussion in private with my friend Shane, not my husband.” 
“Can we literally not,” Shane tries again. 
“Oh shut up, Samantha.” 
—
When he gets home, Shane’s still pleasantly buzzed from the shot of tequila Jackie had forced them into, so that’s what he decides to blame for what happens next. 
 
Shane 
Hayd said you haven’t talked to him since Wednesday.

It's fine if you want to be a dick to me.

I don’t understand it but it’s fine. 

But it’s fucking gross that you’re doing this to Hayden too.
 
JJ
of course u txt to talk abt hayden 1st 

we haven't talked in almost 1 week shane 
 
Shane 
Whose fucking fault Is that?

My shit gets leaked to the press and suddenly you forget I'm your friend. 

That HAYDEN is your friend. 
 
JJ
u forgot i was ur friend 1st
 
Shane 
What does that even mean? I never forgot about you. 
 
JJ
lol k

that y u didn't tell me abt being gay 

cos u never forget i exist???

cos we're not bffs only when u need smt???
 
Shane 
So what, your feelings are hurt so you react like a fucking child?

Have you stopped to consider that maybe that's why I didn't fucking tell you?
 
JJ
fuck u

lose my nr 

not like u use it anyway 




Fuck you too, he thinks bitterly, and deletes JJ’s number from his phone. 
—
Shane was reasonably sure he’d done nothing to earn Ilya’s affection either—in his mind's eye one day Shane had existed in a universe that did not contemplate the existence of Ilya Rozanov, and the next they were in Saskatchewan and Shane’s world had started looking technicolor. 
That was it. 
And the weirdest part was, Shane had done nothing to keep earning Ilya’s affection and attention, but Ilya was still there. Buying him jewelry and sitting at his kitchen table to eat with Shane from 492 kilometers away.
Was that really something that you could do?
Just exist as the barest bones version of yourself, and all of a sudden a person looks at you, sees whatever it is they see, and thinks; that’s mine, I’m going to keep them around.
it sounded absolutely preposterous.
—
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Hi Shane,
Please find enclosed the following documents for your perusal. Wherever marked, I will need your e-signature and initials by EOD (IMPORTANT). 

	Trade agreement


	all stipulations agreed; starting date is Friday, March 19th. You are expected at MSG Training Center (Tarrytown, NY) by 10 a.m. at the latest.



	Employment contract 


	I know you’re going to read all 87 pages of it anyway, but there are no significant changes from your Voyageurs one.

	NTC clause confirmed.



	Immigration documentation 

	Relocation package 


	Flight to JFK International has been booked for Thursday, March 18th. First class boarding starts at 8:30 a.m. at Delta counters.

	Access to Delta frequent flyer lounge has also been arranged; find enclosed confirmation of complimentary subscription to their Frequent Flyer Loyalty program. Congratulations.



	Housing packet 


	Furnished unit at 56 Leonard has been arranged for you; Player Services will get in touch regarding the specifics of your housing allowance, however please note:


	I am including written confirmation that the allowance will cover 60% of monthly rent. 

	The first 3 months have already been covered by the Organization as a welcome gesture. Congratulations again.

	I am sure you will also be thrilled to know that the building offers concierge services, a private fitness center, rooftop terrace, screening room, resident lounge, and pet spa.





	NY Admirals Contact List


	PLEASE NOTE: Francesca has made herself available 24/7 as you adjust to the changes. Remember what I said about the hands (sorry Theo) and do NOT embarrass me, Hollander. 


	Francesca DeLuca

President of Hockey Operations 

f.deluca@nyadmirals.com

francesca.deluca@nyadmirals.com

fran.delu@nyadmiralsinternal.com

(212) 555-0147

(212) 555-1835

(212) 555-9917






I am also attaching three drafts for your trade statement; please let Tiên know which variant you choose, and she’ll handle it. 
PLEASE NOTE: as discussed, no draft includes mentions of/alludes to your sexuality or the leak itself. 
I know Tiên has already explained it to you, but you pay me a lot of money to curate and protect your image, and my professional opinion is this: it would be strongly advisable (if not downright mandatory at this stage) for you to release a second targeted statement addressing the privacy invasion. Ideally, this is done before your first game with the Admirals, on the 20th.  
The team is more than happy to keep hold of your socials and all direct communication with external parties as you see fit, however—Shane, it’s time we start controlling some of this bullshit properly. Think about it. 
Lastly, on behalf of Tiên and Theo as well: thank you for the flowers and for the bonus. 
Legal requires me to be impartial in written communication to the clients, however Legal almost cried over the flowers herself, so I’m sure she’ll forgive me for compromising my integrity and saying; you’re definitely my favorite. 
Reach out in case you need anything. 
Best regards,


Farah Jalali

Founder & Principal Agent
Jalali Sports Management
Direct: 604-555-0101

Mobile: 604-555-0189

farah.jalali@jalalimgmt.com 
—
David and Yuna decide to stay in Montreal a few more days, partly because of his dad's obsession with hotel breakfast and partly because his mom starts coordinating moving efforts the moment Shane tells her he's flying out on Thursday, and still has to ask the Admirals’ Player Services people if they can help with that. 
Their luggage is still held hostage by Air Canada somewhere between Asia and North America, but by God Yuna Hollander will make sure all of Shane's boxes arrive in Manhattan before he does.
They try to suggest buying tickets on the same flight as Shane's, but he insists he needs to do this alone, because which twenty-four year old recently disgraced hockey captain flies into the unknown with their mom and dad in tow? Definitely not this one, he thinks even as he sees his mother physically restrain herself from arguing further. 
Shane promises to call immediately after getting to his new apartment, and in return makes his parents promise to book a few days of PTO for April so they can come visit and be reassured that the New York Admirals aren't going to house him in a shoebox somewhere under the Brooklyn bridge. 
That evening, when he calls Ilya to confirm he's moving to New York, the other immediately sends him a link over the Skype chat. 
“What's that?”
“Hotel in Albany.” 
Shane flips through the carousel of pictures promising an indoor heated pool, a hot-tub, and 24 hour fitness center, and hums. “It looks beautiful, but I probably won't have my car for a little bit. Maybe I can rent one and meet you there? When were you thinking? I have a game on Saturday so not this weekend.”
“No, I was thinking—what if you drive to New York? Albany is on the way, and is not far from Boston. You drive down from Montreal and we meet at this hotel.”
Oh, Shane thinks. 
“I’m all for it but maybe we should look for another place… it doesn't look like the kind of establishment that rents by the hour.”
Ilya rolls his eyes, “That would be why I booked an entire night, yes.”
“Oh,” he says. “You want to spend the night together? That–um, that’s cool. So—so we meet there on Wednesday, and then I drive to Manhattan on Thursday?”
“Is same as your flight, no? You just leave Canada a day earlier.”
Shane is conflicted over the thought of leaving Canada ahead of schedule for approximately 0.5 seconds.
“Yes, yes let’s do that.” 
“Okay,” Ilya says, “It’s a date.” 
—
March 2016

Wednesday 

Montreal 




Shane is parked just outside Résidences du Vieux-Port, looking at the building where he spent the last six years of his life. 
There's a nice symmetry in how scared he was when he and his parents first drove here from Ottawa, back before his rookie season, and how scared he feels now, leaving his 1900 square feet apartment behind. 
It's the same apartment where Hayden told him Jackie was pregnant with the twins. Where Shane had his family over for Christmas. Where he had sex with Ilya the first time. 
It hadn’t all been easy, sure, but even in the past week he’d been able to find some sort of footing here, safe in the privacy of his condo while the storm raged on outside, like a little cabin in a snow globe that someone had shaken a bit too hard.
He read somewhere that places have a memory. That, when you leave, they remember you. You haunted places just as much as they haunted you, but the difference was you had the privilege of moving on, while rooms, buildings, houses–they stayed behind. Missing you. Holding your secrets within their walls. Keeping score so you didn’t have to. 
Shane breathes and tries to leave as much of his grief behind as he can.
Let Montreal keep score for a while. 
Let the grief remain here, so it can’t follow Shane all the way across these 599 kilometers. 
He traces the links of his bracelet, then starts driving.
—
I am a hearth of spiders these days: a nest of trying.




*

(Dead Stars – Ada Limón)





  
    Chapter End Notes

    me after spending a week reading all of y'all's comments about shane getting traded to boston/ottawa: when i post chapter 4 they're gonna fucking shank me in a taco bell's bathroom holy fuck

 

also joonas heikkinen is what happens when a woman sits down during her luteal phase and says "okay but what if a man was emotionally available, and also entirely wholesome" and then accidentally writes 2000 words of gentle Finnish giant

p.s. the cats are breadstick, pasta bowl, parmesan, lasagna, and lemon wedge. joonas and élodie joke that they live in an olive garden. literally no one look at me.

 
old notes regarding previously homaging an AI-generated work I'm sure everyone has noticed the reference to OpalApparition's Nutcracker!, which is my favorite AU for this ship. Just thought I'd pay homage to the beautiful story and writing, especially considering how this fandom treated Opal. So yeah, go read, leave a kudo and comment pls

July 3rd update ⛔ in the past couple of days it has come to light that the above fic (as well as others by the same person) was written with the help of AI. I just wanted to say I'm very sorry for giving it space to exist in my own fic. I had no idea it was AI, and I genuinely thought this person had been cleared of AI allegations.

I think maybe I'm too trusting and/or naïve because to me fic writing is one of those places where AI has no reason to exist at all, so I tend to believe all writing is genuine and I'm not very savvy in the way of spotting its usage, not like I'm trained to do with everything else. To me fanfiction is a creative hobby where you can explore yourself and your writing in a low-stake environment, so my first instinct is always to reject the idea that there's any room for AI at all. However, the document with proof is incredibly clear, and I'm not gonna sit here and make excuses for someone I've never met who has essentially betrayed my trust by repeatedly saying they don't use AI when they clearly do.

Anyway. As you can probably tell I'm disheartened because I genuinely loved that fic. And I feel like a dumbass for getting bamboozled. For now I am leaving the chapter unchanged, but I know myself so I will probably come back after I finish writing chapter 6 and adjust accordingly.

Sorry for the super long somber edit but yeah. This needed to be said.
🚑 the AU referenced by Shane is "return of spontaneous circulation" by blongblong. I am obsessed with these two little hyper-competent shitheads.

 🌝 Wanna buy yourself Shane's necklace? It's here, but it's so expensive there's no pricetag, which already tells me none of us are gonna be able to afford it (respectful).
My best guesstimate? If I'm being conservative,  USD 150-180K.
Considering it's Harry Winston, it's more likely we're looking at USD 180-200K+ so that tells you exactly why Ilya's accountant probably called him crying and asking to be fired

 June 22nd update ↪️ it's been brought to my attention that the necklace does have a pricetag and it's 64k, so I don't know what the fuck happened when I was researching and talking to my friends BUT I choose to believe it's like 190k+ ✌🏻🛸
I need the price to be absolutely unhinged.

🌝 There's a reference to one of my favorite mangas of all time in this chapter, and if you spotted it---come here and gimme kiss (respectful, unless you want it to be disrespectful) (i'm fine either way).
If you didn't spend your formative years yearning for the Rei Kashinos of the world, I feel compelled to tell you that the manga is Fruits Basket by Natsuki Takaya, and you should probably read it.
I feel like Tōru and Ilya would get along great, for reasons that will probably make you cry.

good lord am I done yapping???? I GUESS I AM
please don't shank me in a taco bell bathroom I am but a poor clown who only wants to drop shane in the admirals' locker room so he can get matti jaalo's number for jackie


  


      

  












      Chapter 5: where the spirit meets the bone
  


    Chapter Summary

    ey ey ey I'm waLKIN' HERE



    Chapter Notes

      hello gorgeous how are you today??? here, let me give you this totally innocuous gift bag, draw you a bath and bring you a glass of prosecco and an aloe face mask. you deserve all the nice things
 
🐝 no beta was harmed in the making of this chapter

🐝 also, uh, I don't know if the spoiler warning is still needed considering it's been well over 10 years for both pieces of media, but... spoilers for Prometheus (movie) and The Ruins (book). listen, I don't make the rules, I just follow my muse ok.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  There is this film
That has passed to my fingers
And I have trembled,
Afraid to touch.


And in the eyes of one
Who had wanted to give what I had asked
But hesitated—tried—and then
Came with a weary, aged, “Not quite,”
I could but see that single realmless point of time,
All that is sad, and tired, and old—
And endless, shifting film.
*
(Man Hesitates but Life Urges - D’Arcy McNickle)
 
—
Admirals Acquire Shane Hollander from Montreal in Blockbuster Deadline Deal
By Emily Watkins - ESPN Staff Writer
Mar 16, 2016 09:15 EDT
In a deadline-day trade that sent shockwaves through the league, the New York Admirals acquired former Montreal Voyageurs captain Shane Hollander. Hollander, a Stanley Cup champion and one of hockey's premier two-way forwards, arrives in New York after six seasons with Montreal amid a turbulent week both on and off the ice.
Terms of the deal were not immediately disclosed, but it is rumored to be one of the biggest of the past several seasons.
Hollander, 24, spent the entirety of his NHL career with Montreal after being selected second overall in the 2009 Entry Draft. Longtime face of the Voyageurs franchise, Hollander leaves Montreal as one of the most decorated players in team history.
The move comes less than a week after a private recording involving Hollander and Voyageurs’ alternate captain Hayden Pike was leaked online, sparking widespread discussion about player privacy, media ethics, and the treatment of LGBTQ+ athletes in professional sports. Neither Hollander nor the Voyageurs organization has publicly commented on the circumstances surrounding the leak or on the content of the recording.
From a hockey perspective, however, the trade represents a dramatic shift for both organizations.
The Admirals add a proven top-line forward renowned for his offensive production, defensive reliability, and leadership. Hollander is expected to slot immediately into New York's top six as the club continues its push toward the postseason.
"This is a player anyone who speaks hockey would kill to have," Admirals President of Hockey Operations Francesca DeLuca said in a statement. "Shane's character, work ethic, and ability to impact every area of the game speak for themselves. We're thrilled to welcome him to New York."
The acquisition further solidifies an Admirals roster already considered among the deepest in the Eastern Conference, and signals a clear intention to compete for a Stanley Cup this spring.
Questions remain in Montreal, where Hollander's departure is compounded by the shocking decision to trade alternate captain Hayden Pike in another deadline-day deal. Pike is confirmed to have already joined Ottawa’s ranks, and will start in their next game against Boston this Thursday. 
Within the span of a week, the Voyageurs have moved two cornerstone players who spent years anchoring both the club's leadership group and its top line.
For much of the past decade, Hollander and Pike have helped establish Montreal as a perennial contender and contributed to the organization's Stanley Cup victory in 2015. Their departures leave alternate captain Jean-Jacques Boiziau as the lone remaining member of the team's leadership group.
Whether the moves signal the beginning of a broader organizational reset or are simply the result of extraordinary circumstances remains unclear. What is clear is that the Voyageurs entering the postseason will look dramatically different from the team that began the year.
Hollander has so far recorded an impressive 39 goals and 42 assists through 67 games, accounting for nearly a quarter of Montreal's total goals this season. He is expected to join the Admirals later this week, and his debut could come as early as Saturday.
—
March 2016
Wednesday, 07:30 a.m.
Champlain–St. Bernard de Lacolle Border Crossing


“Shane Hollander,” the officer says. 
He freezes halfway through reaching for his passport and NEXUS card, shoulders instinctively climbing towards his ears. Shane forces himself to relax and look unfazed, “That’s me, officer.” 
“Well I’ll be damned,” the other replies. “Didn’t think you were the type to drive to New York instead of flying.” He reaches into the booth for a tablet, taps the screen, and turns it towards Shane. “That’s where you're going, right?”
Admirals Acquire Shane Hollander from Montreal in Blockbuster Deadline Deal, reads the headline. His lukewarm headshot in Voyageurs blue accompanies the text.
Shane hasn’t read it yet, but he'd seen the headline while skimming Tiên’s preliminary press review of the major outlets. She'd emailed it alongside a confirmation that his own trade statement had already been posted to his socials.
“That’s correct,” Shane says, trying for a smile and regretting it immediately. This is an American border officer with a gun, do not try to be fucking funny Hollander, he tells himself before schooling his features. 
The officer takes Shane’s documents and starts inspecting them, “My brother got season tickets to watch you play,” he says. 
“Oh. That’s nice.” 
"He’s not thrilled about that," the officer says. "Spent a fortune on those tickets."
All of a sudden, Shane feels compelled to tell the officer about that time he’d smoked weed during his Senior year in high school. 
And also about that one time he’d technically stolen from Target. Ruby had grabbed a stuffed crocodile from a shelf without him noticing, so they’d just walked straight out with it. He thought it was already hers until Jackie had pointed out that the toy was not, in fact, a known associate of the Pike family. 
“Uh, I'm sorry?” he says instead, because it's not like he can just say ‘take it up with the Voyageurs’ unless he wants Farah to somehow materialize from Toronto and stab him in the eye with a stiletto heel.
The man hums noncommittally, “Yes, I bet you are,” before handing Shane his documents and waving him along. “Enjoy the States,” he says, and Shane does his best not to peel off as if he’s attempting to beat Han Solo’s Kessel Run record, but drives away at a normal speed instead, like a normal person who is definitely not already starting to regret leaving his country behind.
He stops at the first service area he sees and walks out of the car to shake the anxiety off. 
—
It takes 282 km (2 hours and 35 minutes, according to Google) to reach the Staybridge Suites Albany Wolf Rd-Colonie Center by IHG in Albany, NY. 
He started the drive listening to an audiobook of The Adventure of the Cardboard Box, but switches to Sounds and Songs of the Humpback Whales about forty minutes before reaching the hotel, because he’s suddenly so anxious he’s started not only drumming a staccato beat against the steering wheel, but also bouncing his leg up and down, which can’t be great if you’re driving. 
Hence the whales. 
He hasn’t seen Ilya in five days, and despite the fact they’ve been calling and texting each other almost constantly, Shane knows it’s not the same as being face to face, sharing the same space. It was fine before, but they were in the after now, so there was bound to be a learning curve.  
He’s not exactly scared, but he’s—not not scared. He’s just—worried. What if Ilya doesn’t show? What if he’s decided driving 271 km to Albany is not, after all, worth the gas money? What if the events of the past week have somehow conjured an elaborate fantasy in Shane's exhausted brain, one where Ilya never really drove to Montreal in the first place. What if he’d just imagined it? 
They did it in movies all the time, right? Wake up. Pouf. All a dream. 
Shane’s thinking about coasting onto the shoulder of the road and maybe calling Ilya to try and prove (or hopefully disprove) his own thesis when his phone buzzes with an email whose subject simply reads “212,” and it’s so reminiscent of the years of texts leading up to this moment, hotel room numbers strung together like their own personal Fibonacci sequence—each room, each meeting building on the last—that he finds some solace in it. 
Instead of pulling over and freaking both himself and Ilya out before he’s even gotten to the hotel, Shane looks at his wrist for a second, and keeps driving instead. 
—
Realistically, Shane knows that Ilya cannot be the only person in the world to own truly ugly canary-yellow Lamborghini.
Surely there were plenty of people in the world who thought driving a completely impractical car that made the same noise as a fighter jet was a point of pride and—while he didn’t really understand those people—he knew they existed.  
But how many of those people were reckless enough to drive said car to Albany on a Wednesday, and park it only a few feet from the hotel entrance, like the world's stupidest lighthouse?
Yeah, Shane thinks, parking his own sensible Land Rover L2 in a spot a few rows down from Ilya’s monster, Ilya’s here alright. 
—
Room 212 is tucked behind a corner at the end of a long hallway, right next to an ice dispenser. 
When Shane finally walks inside, the room looks nice—very run-of-the-mill for a deceptively ordinary hotel whose nightly rate is higher than it has any right to be. Nothing they haven’t seen before—at this point they could probably write a travelogue for people who are in the business of meeting their league-mandated rivals for a secret rendezvous. 
Ilya’s moved back towards the center of the room, and is now standing next to a small couch close to the balcony. 
On the table in front of him lies a bouquet of flowers so fragrant Shane can scent it from his position next to the door, and it smells like evening rain in a way that miraculously calms him down instead of triggering a migraine.
Ilya motions towards the coffee bar, “I put Canada Dry in the minibar when I got here, but I don’t think is cold enough yet. I can get you ice… if you want.” He clears his throat, “They also have Fever Tree but I never see you drink that,” he concludes with a shrug.
The words feel a little stilted—a little tentative maybe?—coming out of Ilya’s normally confident mouth. Shane might not be the best at reading rooms, but he’s starting to think that six years have made him at least a little bit okay at reading the ones Ilya’s in. 
He gets the distinct impression Ilya's being very careful with his body and words, like he doesn't want to—to spook Shane for whatever reason.
The thought rearranges itself around a new possibility: maybe for once Shane isn't the only one out of his depth.
So he tries for both of them, resolves to follow the conversational blueprint of two normal people who are not keenly aware of how long they have together before they have to drive away from each other again. Small talk. Definitely not part of his wheelhouse, but Shane can at least try to do this right for both of them. 
He starts with the simplest thing; “The flowers look beautiful, thank you,” then looks at the minibar; “You, uh—you went out and bought Canada Dry in beautiful Albany?”
Ilya takes two steps towards him and then stops abruptly, which doesn’t help Shane feel any more confident about the whole ‘let’s meet in Albany’ situation. “No. I brought from Boston. I'm not setting foot outside this room until check-out.” 
Shane's train of thought derails immediately, because what? “You brought Canada Dry from Boston?”
“Yes, I just said—I wasn’t sure they would have at the hotel,” Ilya shrugs like he hadn’t just weaponized Shane’s favorite beverage. 
Immediately fuck this shit, he thinks. 
Shane drops his overnight bag to the floor and covers the remaining distance between him and Ilya in a couple of quick strides, falling to his knees as his hands pull at Ilya's sweatpants, trying to figure them out for a second because there's like five zippers—and who the fuck makes trackpants with zippers, but then Ilya takes pity and helps him. 
The trick is that there are snap-buttons along the outer seam, so Shane tears the pants open and slides Ilya's briefs down his legs, finally finally filling his mouth and feeling warmth spread through him at Ilya's relieved groan of, “Oh thank god.”
He's done this so many times through the years he's probably going to need knee replacement surgery by the time he hits 30, but he's never felt as embarrassed as he feels right now because it's the thought of a case of Canada Dry riding shotgun in Ilya's yellow Lamborghini that has him so hard he can barely think, so he decides to cut himself some slack and gives up on thinking altogether. 
Instead, Shane just relaxes his throat and slides Ilya all the way into his mouth until his nose is nestled in Ilya's pubes, and the other lets out another loud moan, carding a hand through Shane's hair, petting him like a cat.
“Look at me,” Ilya says, and as he meets the other's darkened gaze Shane thinks maybe he's not the only one so affected by this, the only one who's been counting down the minutes—maybe Ilya's missed this, him, as much as he has. Maybe there’s no point in being embarrassed when Ilya’s looking at him like that.
Shane hums, relishing the way Ilya's hand curls into a fist and pulls at his hair, moans at the sensation and lets himself choke a little in the way he knows Ilya likes but doesn't really happen anymore. Shane's gaze goes unfocused as he bobs his head along Ilya's cock, tongues at the head until the hand that's not in his hair taps against the side of Shane’s face to get his attention. 
“I said look at me,” Ilya says, slides his hand to Shane's throat and just holds it there as a suggestion until Shane gets the message and slides the length of him back all the way down, and swallows, a jagged moan ripping free of Ilya as Shane feels precome trickle down the back of his throat, and thinks, yes, he thinks, that's what I want.
“I need to fuck you,” Ilya says, and Shane nods enthusiastically but frowns when Ilya starts pulling out, makes a grab for the other's cock as it escapes from his mouth.
“What—no,” he says, pumping him a couple of times and shifting forward until Ilya's dick is back where it belongs, and Ilya's stringing together a litany of curses in Russian with a voice so rough it's like he's dragging the words through gravel. He lets Shane hum and slide his tongue along the underside of his shaft, hand shaking as it's buried back in Shane's hair.
He keeps sucking Ilya, bobbing his head until the other grabs at the base of his cock and squeezes, gently pulling Shane off by the shoulder and holding him back when Shane tries to chase the head back into his mouth.
Shane's voice sounds completely wrecked as he licks his lips, looks up at Ilya and says, “Can we—can we do both, please can we—I want to feel you come down my throat, can we–”
Ilya closes his eyes tightly for a second as he lets out a noise like he's wounded, the hand still gripping himself feeding his cock back to Shane inch by glorious inch. 
“Yes, we can do both,” he says, and Shane does his best to say thank you around his mouthful as Ilya's hand cups his face so, so gently before he says, “Now make me come,” so Shane does.
—
When Shane gets out of the shower, he finds Ilya fiddling with his phone, apparently trying to unlock it. 
“What’s your passcode?” Ilya asks as Shane opens the mini bar and is greeted by twelve cans of Canada Dry.
He gets a ginger ale and a coke, “516019, why?” 
By the time he's finished rearranging the drinks in his arms, he's somehow also acquired a Gatorade and two half-liter bottles of water. “Did you bring food? I haven’t had anything to eat today and I don’t want to pass out again.” 
Ilya immediately stops smirking at Shane’s phone and stares at him with poorly concealed worry, “You did not eat?”
He shakes his head, casting around the room for coasters so he can set all the drinks on the table; “I was too nervous. But I wouldn't mind some food.” There are no coasters in sight, so he shrugs and uses the hotel branded notepad instead. 
Ilya gets up from the bed, rifles through his backpack and produces a bag of Ruffles Buffalo Wings & Blue Cheese flavor, hands them to Shane like his stomach hasn't just put up a "closed for mourning" sign at the sight of them.
“Ilya, no, that’s gross.” 
“Is food of the gods,” he says, tossing the packet on the table instead and sitting down next to Shane; “We can order room service, what do you want?” He asks as he gives Shane his phone back.
Shane picks it up with a suspicious glance, “Can I—what am I going to find on my phone now? Not that I don’t trust you; it’s just—if it’s pictures of you, I need to know so I can put them in an encrypted folder.”
“I changed my phone number,” Ilya says, handing Shane the room service menu. 
“Oh. Why?”
“Because I have a new number. Keep up, Hollander.” 
Shane sighs, flipping through the menu; “At the risk of sounding like a broken record… why do you have a new number? Did something happen?” 
Ilya shrugs, “Is not important. The food is good, yes? I check online, they have many healthy options.”
“You checked?” 
“Yes, I told you: I am not leaving this room until check-out, not even for food.” 
“I see,” Shane says, doing his best not to have a conniption over the fact Ilya just keeps doing these things, these little thoughtful gestures that floor him every time. He rips one sheet from the notepad/coaster, and writes down: aubergine parmigiana - mixed berries bowl, then hands Ilya both the note and the menu. 
“Shane, they serve ossobuco and you’re ordering eggplant?” 
“It looks good in the picture… it has crunchy tempeh,” he says with a shrug.
“Okay. You can try my ossobuco, then. And one bite of my tiramisu. Very small one. I don’t fuck around with dessert.” 
Shane tries to hide his grin and look very serious as he shamelessly baits the other; “I don’t like tiramisu.” 
Ilya’s gaze snaps up from the room phone. He shakes his head. “You are disgrace. I do not know what I am doing here.” 
“Ordering us room service?” 
“You think you are fun—yes, hello. I would like to order room service.”
Shane lets Ilya order in peace and starts memorizing Ilya's new number. Once the other is back at the table, Shane tilts his head, “Is this why you emailed me the room number?” he waves a hand at the phone as Ilya nods. “I still don’t understand why you had to change your number. Was something wrong with it? Did one of your teammates give it to a reporter?”
The question slips out before he even realizes he's thought it, and that might be the scariest part. His breath catches. Ilya’s looking at him very intently as he leans closer to take one of Shane’s hands in his, and brings it to his lap before he starts massaging it. 
“It’s okay,” Shane says without knowing whether it actually is. 
“I gave my phone number to Connors,” Ilya says. “And phone. Because he’s single,” he tacks on as if it serves as a perfectly reasonable explanation. 
Shane accepts the distraction by threading his fingers through Ilya’s. “I can’t tell if you’re fucking with me or being serious—stop,” he says, bringing his other hand up to cover Ilya’s mouth right as the other opens it; “Do not make the joke I know you want to make.” 
Ilya pouts a little, “You never let me have any fun.” 
“Yep, that’s me,” he says. “Okay, now explain this phone business with clear, concise sentences.” 
Ilya shrugs, “Is nothing crazy. I was getting too many messages, and I got bored of telling each person I’m off the market, so I gave my phone to Connors.” 
Shane blinks, because fucking what. 
“Messages… from people. Who got told you’re off the market.” He frowns, immediately knowing he's not gonna like where this is going; “More Shannons?”
Ilya shrugs again, “Is whatever. They don’t matter.”
“Ilya,” Shane wants to make sure he’s fully grasping the concept before he decides whether to have an aneurysm or find the gesture disgustingly romantic. “You gave your phone—the phone that contains a lot of beautiful women who text you all the time apparently—you gave it to your teammate? Because you were getting… bored of telling each beautiful woman you’re in an exclusive relationship now?” 
“I’m glad you get it,” he says, bringing up their joined hands to kiss Shane’s. 
“Ilya, that’s—that’s terrible,” Shane says, “They think they’re texting you, not fucking—John Connors from the Boston Bears! What if they send pictures? That’s a gross invasion of privacy, not to mention you don’t have their consent to show–” A terrifying thought douses Shane in icy water; “Does this fall under the US’s definition of revenge porn?” 
If Ilya gets arrested for being an absolute fucking idiot, he loses his job, and if he loses his job he loses his visa, and if he loses his visa he gets deported back to friendly ole Russia, and then what the fuck are they supposed to do?
As if things aren't complicated enough as it is, as if they weren't going to be long distance enough while being in the same country. 
Now they're gonna have to navigate intercontinental flights and a country led by an egomaniac who probably drank infant blood to keep himself young, and passed laws that prohibited “gay propaganda,” whatever the fuck that was supposed to mean.
Ilya squeezes his hand and knocks on the table at the same time, “Hollander oh my god, fucking breathe, I told them I was giving the phone away. Relax.”
Shane’s train of thought derails. “What do you mean you told them? You said you were bored of telling them.” 
“Yes,” Ilya says, as if he’s being perfectly reasonable while Shane is the crazy one. “I made a group chat. Told everyone I have a girlfriend now, and I was giving phone and number to Connors. I even sent a picture of Connors to show he’s good looking guy. So they know.” 
There’s a certain frequency of sound that is so high it’s only perceivable by dogs, and Shane’s pretty sure he's perceiving it right the fuck now because, again, fucking what?
“You absolutely did not put all your hookups in a group chat and tell them—that you're ‘off the market’ Ilya, please.” 
“Not all of them,” he says with a wave of his hand. “Only the ones I had saved in the phone.” 
Shane gets up and opens the balcony door because fresh air has to be better than whatever the fuck this conversation is doing to him.
Please, let the fresh air help, he thinks as he tries to formulate a plan for him and Ilya to still be together after the other gets deported.
Maybe they could start some sort of charity in Russia, so Shane would have a reason to be in Moscow on a semi-regular basis? But what would the charity even be about? And, right, there's also the amazing fact he's now an openly gay NHL player, so he's reasonably sure he himself falls under the “gay propaganda” umbrella that Putin is so fond of. 
Could… could Shane get arrested if he went to Russia right now? Would they… would they toss him in some dank Siberian cell for accidentally existing while being gay, or would he be protected by his strong passport and high-profile status, and be extradited back to Canada instead? He'd definitely lose his job if that happened. 
Fuck, he thinks, I can't lose both Ilya and hockey, it's gonna fucking kill me. 
“Shane?”
Ilya's voice is tentative enough, worried enough, that Shane forces himself to say something, even if he knows it's maybe not the most reassuring thing—but it’s all he has right now.
“You created a PR nightmare. My manager would drop you. No, my social media manager would drop you, actually—my manager would just obliterate you off the face of the Earth. What the hell were you thinking? What if they go to the press with this?”
Fuck, he thinks again, because he hadn't meant to connect this back to his own personal hell, but clearly there was no escaping the looming threat of betrayal that at this point seemed to permeate every corner of Shane’s mind.
Ilya’s voice is calm again as his arms wrap around Shane from behind, fingers tapping on Shane’s chest; “Is okay, I promise. If they go to the press, they go to the press. I apologize and explain I have a jealous girlfriend now. I will look so stupid, you will love it.”
He presses a line of soft kisses against the side of Shane’s face, rocking them back and forth lightly until Shane feels himself relax a little in Ilya's arms. 
“Besides,” the other continues, “Connors said they are just making fun of me and complimenting each other. The ones who did not want to be in the chat already left.” 
Shane closes his eyes, leaning fully against Ilya and turning his head to chase the other’s lips; “They’re making fun of you?”
Ilya hums, “Yes, Connors said they are calling me a ‘down bad simp’ for letting myself get, ah, locked down. And telling each other funny stories about my hookup etiquette.” 
Shane snorts, turning around in Ilya’s arms and returning the embrace before kissing the line of Ilya’s jaw; “Hookup etiquette?”
“Yes,” he says into Shane’s hair; “I had overnight gift bags ready. With toothbrush, toothpaste, makeup remover, cotton pads, Q-tips. And aloe face mask to soothe skin.”
Shane snorts, “You did not.” 
“I did,” Ilya continues, sounding lighter now that Shane’s relaxed against him. “I had basket in the entrance with cab money and stack of autographs if they wanted.” 
“Oh my fucking god, Ilya.” 
“And minifridge with snacks and drinks in the bedroom.” 
“What the hell, now I’m kinda jealous I never got that treatment.” 
“Hollander,” Ilya whines, pressing their foreheads together, “We are literally in hotel bedroom right now and I ordered room service for us. I put ginger ale in minibar. You seemed to like that earlier, remember?” 
“Yes, but you didn’t give me a—a gift bag with toothpaste and Q-tips,” he teases, feeling several pounds lighter himself, because Ilya's such a dumbass, but he's Shane's dumbass, and if he gets deported over a group chat then fine, Shane will hire an immigration lawyer and they'll figure something out.
“But I bought flowers, that counts for something, yes?”
Shane tilts his head, making to leave and absolutely relishing the way Ilya just drags him back into the embrace with another whine; “I mean, flowers are not toothpaste or an aloe face mask, but I guess they will do in a pinch.” 
Ilya rolls his eyes, but his smile is fond as he leans in to try and capture Shane's mouth. He turns his head playfully, letting Ilya's kisses land on his cheeks a couple of times until Ilya cups his face in one hand to keep him still, “You want face mask? I will buy you face mask.” 
“Excellent,” Shane says, then tips forward to kiss Ilya fully on the mouth, finally shutting him up. 
—
Shane knows he hasn't said it yet.
He's thought it, though—when Ilya was rocking into him, one hand tangled with Shane's and the other braced against the mattress. 
Ilya had kept leaning down to shower his back with kisses, like he couldn’t stop, pressing their bodies so close together that space was just a suggestion. And all the while, he’d kept murmuring words into Shane’s skin with a voice so soft Shane couldn't make out the words, but could understand the sentiment underneath, and he'd thought it again.
So he’d twisted his body until he could cup Ilya's face in his hands. He'd opened his mouth to say it, but then Ilya had gripped his dick and leaned down to lick a stripe up his neck, and Shane let go of the thought. 
It's right there, though.
—
When there’s a knock at the door, Shane untangles himself from the embrace and makes his way to the bathroom with one last kiss to Ilya’s jaw, then shuts the door behind him. 
He looks at himself in the mirror, taking stock of the flush on his cheeks, the slightly glazed over look in his eyes. He tries to tame his hair a little—it’s started growing out a bit, nothing dramatic but he thinks he likes it better when Ilya has something more substantial to hold on to, so maybe he'll just let it grow out instead of trimming it once he gets back home. 
He blinks, and looks down at his hands to make sure he still recognizes them as his brain searches for a definition of home and can’t seem to find one, Montreal and New York overlapping and blurring together. 
He wasn't expecting to wipe his slate clean of Montreal in a second, knows this isn’t how things work. Shane has spent enough time with his own brain to know that compartmentalizing wasn’t always easy. 
When you give your life to something for 6 years and then it gets taken away from you in the blink of an eye, it’s not so easy to adjust—not as easy as crossing the border from Canada to the US, even though Shane sure would have liked that. 
Still, today he feels off-kilter enough that thoughts like these just keep popping up, and it's starting to piss him off. 
He's in Albany for less than a day, wants to leave early tomorrow morning to get to New York at a decent time, and he’s probably not going to be able to see Ilya for a while after this, knows there are things they should talk about, things he should say, but his head keeps fighting him and stubbornly dragging in the wrong direction instead of cooperating. 
He uses his fingers to tap on his chest like Ilya would, counting his breaths as he looks back into the mirror and forces himself to see Shane rather than Hollander. 
His cheeks are flushed. His eyes look a bit uncertain now, so he doesn't linger. His hair looks a little stupid, so he wets it and combs it away from his face with his fingers. There's a reddish spot at the base of his collarbone, a mark Ilya almost kissed into his skin before Shane noticed and asked him not to, because there was no way he was showing up in a new locker room for the first time sporting a hickey like a fucking teenager. 
He raises his arms to the glass. Yep, hands and bracelet all accounted for. Scar on his pinky, crooked middle finger, and the mole at the base of his thumb that reminds him he really should find a dermatologist because he really hadn’t noticed it was there before, so what if it is something bad? 
Find one in New York, he tells himself. 
Surely in a city of almost 9 million people he can find a decent dermatologist. Maybe there's even one in Ilya's guidebook. That would be something important, right? Knowing where you could find a specialist when you were travelling—that’s definitely something that should be in a guidebook, because what if—if the bong-smoked oysters from Desnuda make you sick? 
Seafood is funny like that. 
Should he just go to the hospital when that happens? How does it work in the States anyway? You have to pay if you get sick, his American teammates are always saying how much easier it is in Canada—except he's not in Canada anymore, is he?
Shane walks out of the bathroom, head churning, “What happens if I need to go to the hospital? Like, do I have to prove I can pay before they let a doctor see me or what?”
Ilya goes completely still. 
The bellhop does too, staring at Shane with unguarded shock for about two seconds before he slips the professional facade back on and finishes arranging their food on the table. He turns towards Ilya then, clears his throat as if nothing’s amiss, and says, “Complimentary champagne, Mister Rozanov. Thank you for choosing Staybridge Suites.”
Shane's not sure he's breathing. 
“Thanks,” Ilya says in a clipped tone, then grabs his wallet and empties it of bills. He goes to hand them to the man, but retreats his arm in a flash as the other reaches out, forcing the bellhop to look Ilya in the eye instead.
Maybe, if Shane doesn't move, the bellhop will think he wasn't really there in the first place. 
Is he even breathing? He brings a hand to his stomach and feels the muscles there shift up and down, so at least he knows he’s still breathing. Maybe a little too harshly, maybe he's making too much noise, but the man and Ilya are still locked in a staring contest and not paying attention to Shane. 
The bellhop folds first. 
“Here at the Staybridge Suites we greatly value our guests’ privacy, Mister Rozanov,” he says. It sounds maybe a little tentative, but when Shane does find it in him to look up, Ilya’s face is doing something kinda terrifying, in that he seems to be about one crooked word away from wringing the poor bellboy's neck. 
The man clears his throat, again, “Frankly, even if we didn't, I do. You can keep that,” he says motioning towards the wad of cash in Ilya's hand. 
And that’s another thing—why the fuck does Ilya walk around with so much fucking cash, driving a yellow fucking Lamborghini, buying diamond necklaces like he's a fucking oil tycoon from the Emirates instead of a fucking hockey player on a capped salary? Fuck.
“Is no problem,” Ilya drawls, posturing like a cross between a gorilla and a peacock. “Take It. Plenty more where that came from,” he adds with a tilt of his head, and is he fucking talking the bellboy into blackmailing him now? 
Shane wants to scream.
Maybe he should go back to the bathroom because at least it would be a contained space. Maybe if he stuffed a bunch of towels under the gap in the door and gave himself enough time, he'd be able to suffocate, and then he wouldn't have to look at the way the bellboy takes the whole stack of bills, picks one up and then puts the rest of the pile in Ilya's hand. 
“I assure you, this is more than enough.” He makes to turn towards Shane then, but Ilya stops him in his tracks.
“Ah ah. Eyes on me,” Ilya says, the bellhop nodding before simply turning his head to the side instead, addressing Shane without looking at him.
“Have a good day,” he tells Shane, then nods to Ilya and exits the room. 
There's a brief second of silence then, stretching between the two of them like a length of rope, taut and coarse.
Ilya doesn't move.
Shane doesn't move.
He was so fucking careless that he just got them discovered, and there's no way this bellhop isn't going to tell everyone, promises or not. He only took a singular bill for his tip, maybe he's going to tell everyone he's tattling because Ilya was a cheapskate and didn't understand the concept of tipping. Maybe he was already in the break room telling everyone. 
“Dorogoy?”
Shane frowns, eyes finding Ilya's; “What's that?”
“You are,” Ilya says walking to the table, taking out a chair and motioning for Shane to sit down like they're in fucking Anna Karenina instead of a hotel in Albany, New York. 
Shane walks to the table feeling like he's cracking blocks of chalk instead of moving his legs, and lets himself spill into the chair with little finesse. Ilya's hands trace up his arms, settling on his shoulders and squeezing once in a reassuring manner—but then he doesn't let go, almost as if—almost as if he needs the reassurance too, and isn’t that a mindfuck in itself.  
There are many ways this could go, Shane thinks, seeing each pathway meander into a different direction inside his mind. 
He chooses the one of least resistance for once.
So what if the bellhop goes to the press? Shane has survived one leak, he can probably survive another. This time he can be the one to drive to Boston in the middle of the night to reassure Ilya that the world wasn't, in fact, ending. 
If their relationship leaks to the press, Shane will just hire an immigration lawyer and make sure Ilya's safe, and then they can figure out the rest as they go.
And Shane could always find the bellhop later and explain, or bribe him, or get him to sign something, surely people signed things all the time—but not now, not when Ilya needs him.
Shane lifts up a hand to Ilya's on his shoulder. He taps his fingers there, trying to be as much of an anchor as Ilya is for him, trying to convey that he's not about to—to detonate, not while Ilya's ossobuco is bearing witness. 
Ilya hums, thumb flipping up to capture Shane’s in a caress, and Shane tilts his head backwards, letting it rest against Ilya's chest. 
“Let's eat,” he says, and smiles up at Ilya.
—
Sometimes, when he was little and his parents fought, Shane would get so afraid that he’d run out to his treehouse, and just hide there until David would come find him. 
Each time, Shane would ask if they were going to get a divorce, if he was going to have to spend Thanksgiving in one place, Christmas in the other, if they were both still going to come watch his timbits games, or if he would have to choose which parent went, and his dad always listened to him patiently before answering each of his questions.
“Mom and I are not getting a divorce,” he’d say every time. “Sometimes people—even the ones who love each other very much, like mom and me—argue a little, but it doesn’t mean they stop loving each other.” 
Shane wasn’t sure he understood, because how could you love someone and be mad at them? What if the arguments became so big that both of you said things you didn’t mean, or said too many of those things, and then all of a sudden you were getting a divorce? 
“Tell you a secret,” his dad had told him once. “You can never say the wrong thing to the right person.” 
It hadn't really done much to placate Shane. He'd spent years trying to keep that mantra at the forefront of his mind, while simultaneously watching him and Ilya spend six years pushing and pulling at each other, constantly saying and doing the wrong thing—and did that mean Ilya wasn’t the right person, then? 
If all the ignored texts, all the half-truths, all the hurtful things—if all of it had hurt Shane, did it mean he was not Ilya’s right person? 
But they were still there, weren’t they? 
Maybe without the same desire to rip and tear—maybe they’d gentled a little in the ways that mattered, maybe they’d quietly agreed with each other that yes, touching and holding was better than pushing and pulling, but they were still here. 
And Shane was pretty sure Ilya was his right person. 
So he could never say anything wrong to him, right? 
—
“You seem upset,” Ilya teases.  
“That man is a biologist. He’s literally a biologist and he’s touching the—the suspiciously alien-shaped slimy easter egg.”
On the screen, the alien snake wraps itself around Millburn’s arm and breaks it, puncturing the safe environment of the suit and starting a chain of events that makes Shane think more of a sitcom than a horror movie. 
“There. What did I just fucking say? Fucking dumbass,” he gripes, shaking his head and slapping Ilya’s chest halfheartedly when the other starts laughing. “Fuck off, Rozanov. Don’t tell me you’d be so dumb to—to touch the alien snake–”
“Hammerpede.”
“Shut up, oh my god, there’s no way that’s the actual name.”
“Well, is actually xenocobra, but hammerpede is more stupid, the internet liked it better.”
“There he fucking goes, look at this fucking guy,” Shane groans, feeling physical pain as he watches Fifield fall into the black goo like a sack of acid-roasted potatoes. “I can’t watch any more of this,” he says, and struggles to get up from Ilya’s embrace as the other laughs and keeps tugging him back to lie against his chest. 
“Where are you going? Stay, Hollander, those are not even the best deaths!” 
“Fuck you for making me watch this, by the way,” Shane says. Even so, he sighs and lets himself fall back onto Ilya, eliciting a surprised oof from the other. 
“You’re the one who didn’t want to buy The Martian. Now suffer consequences.”
“Pay-Per-View is so stupid, Ilya, twenty-five dollars ninety-nine for a movie should be classified as a criminal offense… at this point let’s just go to the movies and watch it there, at least the seats are comfortable.”
Ilya makes an affronted noise, “What you mean at least the seats are—you’re lying on top of me, I am not comfortable?"
Shane digs his elbow into Ilya’s chest, lifting himself up to look the other in the eye; “Ilya, you are 215 pounds of hard muscle. Lying on the floor would be more comfortable.” 
He’s lying, and they both know it. 
“Yes,” Ilya drawls, tracing Shane's spine with a smirk until he reaches Shane's ass and gives him an appreciative squeeze, “Such hard muscle. So hard for you to lie on top of me and watch movies.”  
Oh, Shane thinks as an electric current snakes up his spine. 
“I’m glad you understand,” he says, shifting his weight until he’s straddling Ilya’s thighs. He grinds down, immediately feeling Ilya’s cock stir against him. 
“No more Prometheus?” asks Ilya, sliding his hands back up and then down Shane’s back, hands going inside his briefs. 
“No, I've… wait, which one is the best death?”
Ilya's laughter bubbles up like carbonation, “I am not telling, just watch!”
Shane bites his bottom lip, grinding down again, “But…?”
Ilya all but picks him up and rearranges him like a marionette until Shane's back to lying against his chest, “Is okay, we fuck later. Watch what David is doing now.”
“Okay,” Shane accepts, nosing the soft trail of hair that leads into Ilya's briefs and pressing a kiss there before watching David 8 slip a drop of black goo in Doctor Holloway’s drink.
—
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Their late check-out isn't until 10:30, but the night before Ilya had caved and allowed Shane to set an alarm for 6:30 a.m., Shane promising not to make too much noise so Ilya could keep sleeping.
After he jolts awake and scrambles to turn off the alarm, though, he finds Ilya is already awake and looking at him, a pensive expression on his face. 
Shane lies back down and shifts until he's on his side looking at Ilya, finds he's reaching out for him before his brain has even articulated the thought properly. 
Ilya's hand meets him halfway, twines their fingers and then brings them to his mouth to kiss them, then Shane's bracelet, then the pulse under the metal.
“This was nice,” Shane murmurs transfixed, and hates how his vocabulary never seems to match what's inside his head. 
“Yes, good thread count for being hotel named with random name generator,” Ilya replies kissing a trail up his arm, along his bicep, all the way into the crook of Shane's neck. 
“Maybe we could do this again?” Shane says, tipping his head backwards and letting Ilya close his teeth around his Adam's apple—not even biting, just—just resting there. Solid. Keeping him. “Just not in Albany.” 
Ilya hums, kissing the column of Shane's throat and further up until he finally reaches Shane's mouth. 
“We could,” Ilya says.
Shane drags his nose along the other's, kisses the corner of his lips, “When are you free next?”
He shuffles forward until he can feel the rise and fall of Ilya’s breathing against his own, and lets himself be held without worrying about what's going to happen one hour from now. 
“I have two days off next week before Monday game,” Ilya says, tucking Shane's head under his chin. “I can drive after practice Friday and be in New York same day.” 
Shane hums, “That’s a really long drive, isn't it?  What if we met halfway? Where’s halfway? Wait, let me get Google Maps,” he says as he tries to dislodge himself and twist around for his phone, but Ilya hooks his chin with two hands and drags their mouths together instead.
“Later,” he says, and keeps kissing him.
—
What if all the songs, and all the books, and all the movies—what if they were wrong? 
What if the point of fusing your consciousness with someone else's was in the sum of the parts, not in the fusion itself?
What if the point of a conversation was in the pronouns, not in the words surrounding them? 
What if the words were never enough—what if you could learn thirty, fifty languages and never find a word whose shape would feel right in your mouth, but a single touch could tell a whole monologue instead?
What if the point was not that you were half of an apple, half of a soul, but you were supposed to be complete on your own? 
What if the search was not for your missing half, but for another soul who complemented yours, who paired so nicely with it that the thought of existing without it became so impossible to imagine that you could only arrive at the conclusion that you'd do anything—anything to keep this invisible string double-knotted to the both of you for as long as it took. 
Until the string wasn't even needed anymore, until us and we became so intrinsic you couldn't even remember a time where it had been me and you?
What would it take to get there, and how long if you started driving now?
Shane takes one last look at Ilya's car in the parking lot, then leaves. 
—
He's been back on the road for about an hour before he has to concede with himself he's never gonna get to New York in this state and pull up at a dingy rest stop along I-87 so he can call Ilya and explain. 
Actually, Shane wouldn’t even grace the rest stop with the “dingy” qualifier, really—it’s more like a pile of dirt someone has beaten into enough submission that it could now boast a banged-up vending machine and what looked more like a Lego hut rather than a toilet. 
He parks close to the vending machine, distant enough from the lone truck already there that he won’t bother the trucker’s nap if he ends up needing to walk outside and scream, or kick the trash can next to the vending machine, because how could he have been so stupid? So careless? Ilya was not made of stone, he was a person too, and Shane knows they’re still pretty bad at talking about the harder things, but still he should have said something, should have tried to explain, should have–
“Shane?” 
“Hi,” he breathes out, already feeling like he's just run a marathon. 
“What happened?” 
Shane chuckles, but it’s a broken thing, “Nothing happened, I just—I wanted to say it, Ilya. I did.” 
Ilya is quiet for a while on the other end before he says, “Ah. Is okay.” 
“No. It’s not. I want to explain—I should have explained before leaving, really—I’m sorry I didn’t, by the way, but it just–” 
Shane hears Ilya knock on some flat surface in the hotel room, and breathes. 
Let’s try this again, he thinks.
“I wasn’t avoiding it. I know how I feel. But… saying it just feels so…  small? For how—for how I feel.”
“Small.” 
“Yes, like, you—you drive a case of Canada Dry all the way from Boston to a mad-lib hotel in Albany, and—and you check the menu beforehand to make sure I can eat, and–”
“Is nothing,” Ilya says nonchalantly. 
“Stop, oh my god, Ilya, stop. Be—be serious for one second. Just one, please? I promise then you can go back to—to deflecting the truth whenever you want, I swear, but I kinda need you to lock the fuck in right now, Rozanov.” 
Ilya clears his throat, “Okay.” 
Shane chews the words inside his mouth for a while, trying to untangle them enough he can actually say some instead of letting the silence stretch between them for no reason other than he felt he was fucking things up already. 
“When I think about you,” he tries, “About you talking me through—things, back last week when the video came out… and then driving to Montreal, and staying with me… and—booking a hotel room in Albany to make sure you already have one in case I agree to drive down instead of flying… when I think about the words—because I do, Ilya—I think about them all the time—but they feel so… wrong?” 
He hears it immediately, is already wincing even before Ilya’s sharp inhale and the edge of desperation as he says, “Wrong?” 
“Not—not wrong because I don’t feel it. It’s just the word that is wrong,” He tries to explain. “It feels so… like it's not enough? Like, you—you met my parents, and—and charmed them enough, I guess? that it's been days and my mom hasn’t tried to get me to explain yet. You—you reached out to Marchant when his shit got leaked, way before mine, and you were… nice to him.”
“I told him not to tell people.” 

“Ilya,” Shane huffs out exasperated. 
“What? Is not deflection, just truth.”
“Sure,” he says, but continues anyway. “It feels like… if I say it to you now, it’s wrong because the word is not enough. Like—you gave me a guidebook showing you spent years collecting places you wanted us to see together. In a city where neither of us lives. Lived. Whatever.”
Shane takes a deep breath, wondering if he's making any sense to Ilya. “The point is, all the while I was out there thinking I was alone in this, that I was so fucking stupid for—for doing this wrong and wanting more when that was not the deal… but you were already out there, the whole fucking time.” 
“Yes,” Ilya concedes, “But the word does not feel small,” he says almost wistfully.
Shane closes his eyes, bumping a closed fist against his forehead. He was so fucking stupid. 
Less than a week ago Ilya had left his house in Montreal after their fight promising he was coming back just so Shane wouldn't cave in at the thought of being abandoned. And now that it had been his turn to handle Ilya's heart with care, Shane hadn't even been considerate enough to reassure Ilya of his feelings before leaving himself.
And Ilya hadn't said a single word about it the entire time they were together, despite the fact it had clearly been on his mind too.
It killed him that Ilya seemed to just be along for the ride and take his clues from Shane on this, instead of—of getting angry and demanding answers, as if it wasn't his fucking heart Shane was holding with shaky palms trying not to drop it. 
The least Shane could do right now to fix his mistake was to try and offer Ilya a translation tool, and if it didn't work then maybe Shane could drive back to Albany and try again, and keep trying until Ilya got mad enough at him for fucking up in the first place.
“It does to me… it feels small because—because it sounds like not enough? Like, it sounds like the shape is wrong, when I try it—like, I think it, and I say it to myself, and it feels enough, but then you do something—not bad, the opposite. 
You do something like make sure the bellhop in the room doesn’t look at me, because you know I’m freaking the fuck out and you’re trying to—to stay calm so I will stay calm—and the word feels like it’s a fucking joke.
I know it’s not,” he manages to tack on before Ilya can say anything. “I don’t know how to explain it, Ilya, I’m trying–” 
“I understand,” Ilya says. “I think I do.” 
Shane clears his throat, “You do?” 
“I think is same for me,” he says, a little wobbly, “But the word is all I have.”
He lets himself close his eyes, because it’s still the same for Ilya, even if he’s handling this with about as much finesse as a bull in a china shop. “That’s why I should have said it. Because it’s not—it’s not about me, it’s about us, and you need to hear the words.”
“I do not need to.” 
“No deflection,” Shane reminds him. 
Ilya lets out a deep breath, and quietly admits, sounding almost sorry; “Okay. Yes. I do—I do need to.” 
“I love you,” Shane answers immediately.
The stillness of the next moment is comforting rather than harrowing.
It already speaks something to the way Shane's synapses are reshaping around Ilya in real time—Shane feels proud he already understands Ilya enough to see past Rozanov.
He's proud he was able to figure out what Ilya needed—truly needed underneath the layers of bravado, jokes, and fast cars.
Even if it feels like such a small, insufficiently precise word to convey the exact height and width of Shane’s heart. 
“I love you too,” Ilya says, voice cracking halfway through. 
It feels more like a starting point than reaching a finish line. 
—
In the aftermath, Shane doesn’t feel any different—he’d thought maybe it would feel liberating, to finally release the words into the world, but the truth of the matter is much simpler; he doesn't feel any different, because the words are not enough for him—but the words are not for him.
So who cares if the vocabulary hasn’t been updated yet? If Merriam-Webster lacks an entry in there somewhere, tucked between pages and pages of words people have spent thousands of years combining together to string up thoughts, and confessions, and poetry, and literature—over a million words in the English language and no one knows they are using the wrong one, because the truth of the matter is that no one has figured the right one out yet.
Maybe one day Shane would find it. Maybe not. Maybe that wasn’t the point at all—maybe the point really was in the pronouns, and not the words surrounding them. 
—
“I can’t believe I said it parked in a shitty ass haunted rest stop somewhere outside of a town called—Clintondale.”
Ilya’s chuckle is a little wet, and Shane wishes he'd driven back instead of stopping, so he could kiss the other and hold him instead of having to stare at a—
Uh. 
“Ilya,” he says.
“Yes?”
“I think that truck driver is getting blown behind his semi.” 
The answering bark of laughter is so explosive Shane can’t help but follow suit, “Oh my god, he is! I can see her kneel—what do I do?!”
“Ask if you can watch?” 
“Oh fuck right off Ilya, what if they think I’m like, waiting my turn or—I don’t know, waiting to kill them, or—maybe I should go inside the toilet and wait for them to finish, give them a little privacy.”
Ilya laughs even harder, “Hollander! Just leave the fucking rest stop before this turns into splatterpunk book!” 
Shane groans, angling himself so he’s staring at just the vending machine, “What’s a splatterpunk book?”
“Is like really graphic horror. Like shock value horror, lot of gore and violence. No hockey in it. Not for you.”
“Oh,” Shane says with a frown; “You read those?” 
Ilya makes a non-committal noise, “Sometimes. Is very heavy. I like normal horror better.” 
“Right. Normal horror,” Shane deadpans. 
The other snorts; “Horror is good, Shane. I am reading one now that is about stupid American tourists who stick their nose in stuff they don’t understand, and bad things happen to them.”
“Sounds charming,” he teases. “What’s it called?”
“The Ruins,” Ilya says. “I’m almost done with it. Maybe I can finish now before I go back to Boston, if you’re done with romantic truck stop love confession.” 
“I’m going to drive back and smother you with a pillow.” 
“Drive safe,” Ilya says with a chuckle before hanging up. 
— 
As he waits for the truck driver and his companion’s activities to come to a close, Shane pulls up the notes app on his phone and types for ten whole minutes without stopping.
He exports the note, emails it to Tiên, then calls her immediately after. 
“Hi Shane! How’s New York?” 
“Hey, not there yet. I’m stopped somewhere after Albany,” he says. “I sent you something.” 
Tiên hums, “I see it, checking now.” She’s quiet for a brief minute, and then, “Uh, Shane… I think this statement is very raw… very emotional… I mean, it's good, but are you sure?”
He shifts his gaze from the vending machine to a piece of lint on the dashboard and frowns, “What do you mean? I thought you wanted me to—to make a statement.” 
“I do!” She rushes to explain. “I really do. I would have suggested it earlier, but I know you had bigger problems. Not that this is a problem, but I work in social media, you know? Everything is a problem on the internet. Anyway, I digress—you're always a lot more… sterile when you talk to the world. That’s the voice we chose for all your posts so far.”
Hollander versus Shane, he translates in his head.
“It’s okay,” he says with a confidence he doesn’t exactly possess, but wants to try on for size anyway. “Just this once. You can post it.” 
Tiên lets out a small whoop of victory, typing something out on her keyboard. There’s a moment of silence, and then the Slack notification tone starts pinging about five times in quick succession. 
“Uh,” she says, sounding surprised, “Farah likes it too. Wait, let me take a screenshot so I can blackmail her later. Now—if we're going ahead with this, I feel contractually obligated to tell you I am vetoing the sentence ‘everything else is just gravy for your poutine’, because I’m not about to put this on social media and have you laughed off Twitter forever.” 
Shane winces, “That bad?”
“No, worse.”
“I’m sorry, writing is not really my… I don't know how to end it?” he asks, because he’d thought writing his own statement was a good idea, instead of leaving it up to Tiên herself, but as he’d already established that day—words were hard and insufficient most of the time.
“Tell you what,” she hums, “What if instead of the regional food metaphor plus painfully awkward smiley face we said ‘just noise’? Or ‘irrelevant’?”
“Noise. I like noise,” he says, which is probably the first and last time he'll ever utter that sentence. 
“Great!” Tiên smiles, “Then tomorrow I will post this like it is, okay? No edits. Minus the poutine.”
He knows that—despite it all, despite other people's best efforts—he's made it almost all the way to the top of the mountain. He knows he's about to voluntarily fumble the boulder again, and is going to have to go back to square one and start climbing again, but also—hadn’t he just told Ilya the truth, and kept him in the process? 
Wasn’t he past the halfway point of his 599 km drive to New York? 
Hadn’t the worst thing already happened? 
So what if his statement was more Shane than Hollander—let them all look once, and then never again. 
Let them see he was Shane fucking Hollander, and hockey was made for him, and they couldn't push him around without expecting a fight. 
Let them see he wasn't fucking broken, and he was here to stay.
“Okay,” he says. “I need to confirm with Francesca DeLuca first, but I’ll tell you when I’ve done it.” 
“Sounds good,” she chuckles at something happening on her end of the call, suddenly typing so fast her keyboard sounds like a shoebill for a few seconds. “And—Shane, it’s really good, you know? People will love it,” she says, and he can hear the smile in her voice.
He nods to himself before saying goodbye, and gets ready to bridge the rest of the distance separating him from New York. 
When he looks up from his phone, the truck is gone. 
—
If it’s true you can’t say the wrong thing to the right person, then the Voyageurs’ trade statement was further proof that Shane had not, in fact, been the right person. 
In Shane’s professional opinion, the statement had been a cruel fucking joke. 
Tiên had sent it to him with the rest of the press review, tucked in quietly towards the end of the PDF between a retired player's think piece and—funnily enough—an article by Boston.com almost as if she didn't want to draw attention to it. 
So, of course, Shane had zeroed-in on it with laser-like precision, hadn't been able to stop himself from reading the same way you can't look away from a car crash.
‘The Montreal Voyageurs would like to thank Shane Hollander for his contributions to our organization over the past six seasons’, it read.
Like he'd been paying taxes instead of breaking his spirit on the way to make them millions. 
There was one small, concise paragraph about his professionalism, leadership, and talent—six years compressed into a few scant words that could literally have been about anyone else.
‘We are grateful for everything Shane has done for this organization and for the city of Montreal. We wish him continued success in the next chapter of his career with the New York Admirals.’
And that was that.  
So much bullshit.
He wasn't expecting them to say ‘gay bad, Hollander worse,’ but still. Seeing himself reduced so bluntly to scraps of a thing Montreal had once owned and proudly displayed like it was their birthright, a ghost of Christmas Past made once again so small he could fit inside three sparse paragraphs—it was painful nonetheless. 
And the truth underneath the hurt was this: not driving back to Brossard and punching someone, anyone in the face—that had been an exercise in self control.
He'd packed his Albany bag instead, and then the rest of his suitcases, and his car, and thought fine. He thought; I'm gonna make you choke on all my continued success. There's gonna be so much of it you'll wish you never fucking drafted me in the first place. 
And then he'd left.
—
Somewhere between the Bronx and Manhattan, Shane crosses a bridge he immediately forgets the name of.
It's such a jarring thought, to realize he didn't retain a single memory of the name, that he immediately knows he has to stop the car somewhere right now and walk for a while.
So of course he spends about half an hour circling around the same three blocks like a shark scenting blood in the water, but the version of the shark that’s looking for a single square foot of parkable real estate.
In the end, Shane manages to essentially wedge the Land Rover between a dumpster and a paisley-print couch that looks like it's acquired its own ecosystem, and has to scoot over to the passenger seat to exit the car through the window. 
Good enough, he thinks.
There doesn't seem to be a parking meter anywhere, but there are four signs in a semicircle that seem to be unaware they're contradicting each other. 
Don't park here, but park here only on Wednesdays through Saturdays, or Saturdays through Tuesdays, or Wednesday and Fridays, and only during these five very specific time-frames that just about add up to a total of 35 minutes of allowed parking time per slot. 
One of the signs lists three separate parking regulations in print so small he needs to get his glasses from the glovebox just so he can read them—and not understand a single word. 
The last sign just has a  ‘NO PARKING - TOW AWAY ZONE’ threat on it, and a scribbled ‘fuck you’ handwritten underneath in thick black marker.
Shane's hands feel clammy as he takes a few pictures of the signs and then his car, and then his car in relation to the signs. 
He's pretty sure he can find money somewhere in one of his bank accounts to pay the fine he just knows he's bound to get, but if they towed his car at this point Shane would probably have a breakdown in the middle of the street, and end up having to call Francesca DeLuca—the New York Admirals’ President of fucking Hockey Operations, who insisted on being Shane's point of contact for the first few days like he's a Fabergé egg instead of a 200 lb Canadian—and that didn’t really scream “hello New York, thanks for having me”.
He sets an alarm on his phone for 20 minutes so he has a decent amount of time to get back to the car before he misses whichever timeframe is the correct one and gets towed. 
Just in case he does get towed despite his best efforts, he takes the overnight bag with him. Most of his valuables were going to fly to New York next month together with Shane’s parents, but he'd taken Ilya's necklace with him. 
Frankly, owning the necklace felt less like owning jewelry and more like being entrusted with a newborn baby.
He didn't want whoever took his car to rifle through his bags and find six hundred-plus diamonds set in platinum—at this point the necklace’s net worth was probably higher than his own. So he'd stashed the box in his duffel, wrapped around a thick cashmere sweater that was probably more appropriate for January than March—but there the Harry Winston box rested, safe from whoever was going to inevitably tow Shane's Land Rover and break in to steal all his stuff. 
As he looks around the street trying to figure out which dumpster the traffic police can jump out of, he spots a Taco Bell. 
Which, admittedly, is not like one of those places you look at, and it makes your heart skip a beat with delight—but Shane's heart was a little wrung out today anyway, and he'd skipped breakfast to stay in bed and kiss Ilya until the last possible minute, so by now he needed calories. He needed sugar, and caffeine to make sure he didn't completely crash out before getting to his new apartment. 
Hence the Taco Bell. 
The second he steps foot off the curb, Shane almost gets run over by a 2007 gold Honda civic that’s peeling down the street as if it's in a NASCAR race, and decides he really does fucking hate New York traffic.
—
The teenager behind the counter gives him a tired smile, “Hi, what can I get you?”
Shane's looking at the menu boards, which display about 18 drink options—none of which seems appealing to his stomach or brain—but he’s already here, and they do serve food which the FDA presumably signed off on, so there’s really no point in retreating now. 
“Um,” he says, “Do you maybe happen to have a nutritional table for—for the drinks?”
It's a perfectly normal request you just made, he thinks, don't freak out. It's perfectly normal to walk into a fast food chain known for causing more dyssentery than a goddamned trip on the Oregon trail, and ask for a fucking nutritional table. 
The teenager slowblinks at him, “... no. I think we do online though?”
Shane nods, moving a little to the side so the normal people in line behind him can order their Doritos Locos Tacos and Crunchwrap Supremes as he Googles ‘Taco Bell nutritional information?’ and half expects Google to surface results for psychiatric establishments instead. 
After a little bit of scrolling and closing about fifty-eight pop-ups of announcements for new food items, Shane finds what he's looking for. He orders a medium Mountain Dew Baja Blast and nothing else, which only serves to confuse the cashier even further. 
Shane might end up hating himself for this later, but right now empty calories and more sugar than he'd normally have in a week sound pretty fucking good. The rest is a problem for Future Shane, who will hopefully have time for a shower and a nap—not necessarily in that order—before he starts dealing with food again. 
He tips the teenager, then takes another 5 dollars and puts them in the tip jar, just in case he was supposed to do one and not the other, and finally leaves his first Taco Bell, taking a sip of his neon drink as he does. 
It tastes loud. 
Shane almost debates going back to his car immediately, but there's still a good chunk of time left before the towing alarm goes off, and he knows where he's gonna go next when he spots a Barnes & Noble a few windows up from Taco Bell. 
He hoists his duffel bag more securely on his shoulder and pushes the door open, getting immediately hit in the face by the building's overenthusiastic heating. Shane starts sweating and tugs a little at the collar of his tee.
The lone employee is turned towards his computer screen, talking on the phone loud enough that Shane catches most of it.
“We need to restock 50 Shades again, Gary, I literally just unpacked 50 units yesterday, I don't understand what people—yes, yes, read whatever makes you happy, I don't care, but if I have to put together another sexy display with like, fur handcuffs and blindfolds, I'm going to call my uncle Carmine and ask him to put a hit on—what do you mean I’m stereotyping? I’m stereotyping myself, Gary! Uncle Carmine owns a bakery in fucking Queens, he’s not mafia—the fuck is he gonna do, stab a guy to death with a cannoli? What do—oh fuck you Gary, you and the sanctimonious piece of shit high horse you rode in on.”
Shane tries to get as far away from the discussion as possible, and meanders through the various bookstore sections, looking for horror and getting absolutely sidetracked by Russian for Dummies, which he picks up without a second thought, together with a Russian dictionary, a deluxe edition phrasebook which also comes with 5 CDs of spoken conversation, and a Russian translation of The Little Prince.
He's just finished stacking everything, Baja Blast on top, when the employee appears in front of him, looking absolutely starstruck.
“Shut the actual fuck up—Shane Hollander. In my store.”
Shane groans inwardly, his social battery already shot to hell, but he can tell the other is a fan, so even though he's tired and currently holding about ten pounds of books, one questionable drink, and an overnight bag containing a diamond necklace probably worth twice the cost of his own car, he tries his best. 
He puts on the most personable smile he can, given his current emotional climate, and waves with his free hand, “Hello, nice to meet you, uh—Matt.” 
“You know my name?!”
Shane clears his throat, gesturing at the other's nametag.
“Of course, what a dumbass, sorry dude—hey, can we take a selfie when you're done buying? Unless you’re in a rush. I get it—places to go, hockey to play. All that.”
Shane absolutely does not want a picture of himself taken today—or any other day, really, but especially not today, and not while he’s carting around a Baja Blast because his nutritionist would kill him if he ever saw that—but then he remembers his nutritionist actually ghosted him like a Tinder fuckboy, so he shrugs, “Of course, I'm happy to—to sign an autograph too, if you want?”
“If I want, he says! I almost shat myself when I read you got traded to us, I already bought season tickets for next year!”
Shane's smile is more genuine now, “Thank you, I will do my best not to disappoint.”
The other waves a hand in the air and makes a pssht noise, “As if. Shane fucking Hollander,” he says again with wonder. “You looking for something else besides your… ah… Russian language books?” 
Shane clears his throat. They're just books. All they do is communicate that he’s a cultured bilingual man who is looking to pick up another language. They don't say he’s finally escaped situationship hell with his own Russian fuckboy in tow—unless he says it himself, of course—and he’s not gonna say that, right, he’s gonna say—
“Yes, actually, I'm looking for a horror book called The Ruins? Um, I don't know the author, sorry, I just dropped by on a whim so I’m not very prepared… but, but I can look it up on Google if you can hold my–”
“No sweat, dude, it's by Scott Smith. It was pretty popular when the movie came out. The book is better, of course,” he says as he leads Shane through to a different group of aisles arranged around a small sitting area. He drops the book onto Shane's pile, “here you go.”
“Thanks” he says, making sure the Baja Blast isn't about to topple over and cause a tsunami in the horror section. He looks around for a second, then remembers one of Jackie’s rave reviews from a couple of months back, “Um, my friend recommended Gone Girl, and–”
“Dude, you haven't read that yet? We're fucking fixing that now, follow me,” Matt says taking half of the books from Shane's pile. “And you like mysteries, right? I read it on Men's Health last year—killer lower body routine, by the way… my friends and I tried following it for a week and threw up on the machine halfway through the stairmaster. They almost banned us from Planet Fitness, how the fuck do you do 450 floors twice a week? That's like five Empire State Buildings, you're fucking crazy, dude. Mad respect.”
Shane feels an irrational swell of emotion, because this guy really is a fan, has even read the interview Shane did with Men’s Health and remembers Shane likes to read mysteries, not just hockey books. “Uh, it’s—it’s actually 500 now. Floors. But it took time to get there, don’t—don’t try to do it all at once if you haven’t before.” 
The other looks at him with a horrified expression, “Five hundred? How are you fucking real?” before stopping in front of a display. He picks up a book for Shane's pile, “Anyway, you gotta read The Girl on the Train too. Now, let's get you Gone Girl—let me just put these at the counter first.”
By the time he leaves the bookstore, Shane’s holding one stupidly heavy Bag of Books tote bag, a brand new Barnes & Noble membership, and a copy of a historical cowboy romance Matt the employee assured him was worth a read despite the fact he seemed to be well aware Shane only ever read hockey nonfiction, or mysteries. And now apparently horror. 
And Lustful Sunrise. 
The oily man on the cover was half naked but wearing a stetson for some reason. 
Shane hadn't had it in him to argue, but he had taken a picture for Ilya once he'd climbed back into the safety of his car (still miraculously parked where he'd left it despite the fact he'd gone way over time at the bookstore) and sent it to him with the caption “Barnes & Noble employee says this is a must read.”



Lily
who is this
what are you doing with jane's phone 
Shane 
🖕🏻
Lily 
ah it is you then
Shane 
Stop texting while you drive a yellow sports car across Massachusetts.
Lily 
stop texting while i'm driving
i'm not btw I'm at a gas station
you?
Shane
Crossed into Manhattan. Gonna find my condo now.
Lily 
okay 
text when you get there 
 
Shane 
You too
Drive safe
—
Shane looks down at his phone, frowning at the information listed on his housing packet. 
56 Leonard
56 Leonard St.
Tribeca
NY 10013
When he taps on the enclosed Google Map, his live location pin stacks exactly next to the one for the building the Admirals leased for him. Someone literally looked at the poorly aligned glass noodle and went, “yep, that sure screams Shane Hollander to me. Sign the lease.” 
Shane realizes he’s probably spent too much time parked in front of the entrance with his blinkers on only because the doorman has moved from what appears to be the building entrance to his car, and is now politely knocking on the window.
“Hello,” he rushes to explain once the tinted glass is no longer in the way, “I’m sorry for occupying this parking space, but I wanted to confirm I’m in the right place?” 
The man’s eyebrows shoot up, and a smile spreads across his face, “Hello, Mister Hollander. You definitely are, although I wasn’t expecting you to drive. My name’s Isaac.”
Oh god, Shane thinks. 
“Ah, last minute decision. Sorry if I, uh, ruined a timeline or… something.” 
“No worries at all, I will just let the others know,” he motions to someone Shane can only half-see though the glass of the building's entrance, and a man dressed in what can only be valet livery walks up to them. “Charlie, please take Mister Hollander’s car to his parking spot, and take any luggage up to 42AE.”
“Oh,” Shane immediately scrambles, “There’s no need, really, I can park myself, I just don’t know where–”
“Why don’t we let Charlie do his job, and in the meantime I can introduce you to the concierge staff so they can register you and explain how the building works?” 
It’s definitely not a suggestion. 
Shane sighs inwardly, grabbing his duffel bag and phone, and climbs out of his car, handing the fob to the valet with a “Thank you, uh, Charlie—there’s only three suitcases in the back, and—and the Barnes & Noble tote. I’m taking this with me,” he finishes, awkwardly patting his overnighter. 
As he finally takes a minute to look around the entrance at the street and other buildings, his eyes snag on the… structure? sitting next to the entrance, half squashed between the pavement and a jagged tangle of glass and metal girders. 
What the fuck is that? he thinks. 
“Lovely, isn’t it? It’s by Anish Kapoor,” Isaac says. 
“It is,” Shane agrees diplomatically, having absolutely no idea who Anish Kapoor is. 
—
After entering the building, it takes him forty-eight minutes until he's actually standing inside the threshold of his new apartment. 
Surprisingly enough, only one of those minutes is spent in the elevator. The rest of the time is spent “debriefing with the concierge staff,” as Isaac tells him, getting fingerprinted and instructed to download the residents-only 56 Leonard mobile app, which serves as a one-stop-shop for a number of things that Shane is reasonably sure can be done with other gestures, like call the elevator. 
An elevator that climbs so fast Shane’s ears honest-to-god pop somewhere around the twentieth floor.
"That's not normal," he mutters to himself as the number on the touchscreen panel keeps climbing. 28. 31. 37. 40. 42. What the fuck am I gonna do if there’s a fire? he thinks, looking down at the twenty-page glossy brochure the concierge gave him, and hoping there’s at least one evacuation procedure in there—aside from documents that also somehow include a copy of Shane’s fingerprints and an NDA that can essentially be summed up as “whatever happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas”.
Before going in, he takes a minute or so to try every single unlocking device he was just given, and feels absolutely ridiculous upon discovering he can now open the door via keycard, fob, his own finger, and something called a ‘GlassKey’—which essentially just seems to be an iridescent plexiglass key, and looks even stupider than it sounds.
When he actually does make it inside, the apartment is… big. Not like Résidences du Vieux-Port big, more like Versailles big. 
He forces himself to ignore everything, including the fact he can see his moving boxes already neatly stacked to the side of the entrance—meaning life has yet to defeat Yuna Hollander’s organizational skills—as well as the suitcases he’d driven from Montreal, and the Barnes & Noble bag—meaning someone else had easy access to his house and was there before him, potentially rifling through his stuff. He shakes the thought away and enters the first closed door he sees. 
It’s mercifully a bedroom. 
Shane takes off his clothes with limbs that feel sluggish, like he’s wading through quicksand, and just drops them to the floor before tossing himself onto the bed. 
What the fuck am I doing here, he thinks right before closing his eyes. 
He falls asleep in less than a minute. 
—
March 2016
Thursday 04:50 p.m.
New York
 
Someone has changed his ringtone. 
Shane slowly blinks awake even as his brain is already whirling through a series of frazzled half-thoughts about whether it was Ilya, whether he's been hacked, whether there's anything incriminating on his phone. 
Meanwhile, the phone keeps ringing in the wrong tone. 
Shane reaches out for it with a leaden arm, and finds it’s not the ringtone that has changed, but everything else around it. 
He taps ACCEPT on the 56 Leonard app notification that reads ‘doorbell,’ and says “Hello?” in the groggiest voice he’s ever heard himself make. He feels absolutely run through, his mouth cottony and clumsy.
“Mister Hollander, I have a package for you,” says the person on the other end of the line, probably one of the members of the concierge staff Shane met earlier but whose name he has zero memory of. It was something starting with a K, maybe Kevin. Klaus. Kieran. Something like that. 
“Coming,” he mumbles. 
Shane shakes his head a couple of times hoping to clear it, but sending all his thoughts clattering to the ground instead. How long has he slept for? Is it still Thursday or is it Friday already?
He does his best to get up quickly, but it’s kind of a moot point because he just feels like he’s suddenly carrying too much weight for his spine, so he walks to his front door with wobbly knees. 
“Beautiful flowers,” the man—Quentin, the name tag reads—says with a smile once Shane manages to open the door.
Of course Ilya sent him flowers straight to New York before Shane even had time to process he was still alive and supposedly a member of society. And—yep, there’s a box, too. Of course Ilya couldn’t even fucking give him time to adjust before—before doing something like this, something so fucking—and why the fuck is he angry right now? Just because the man he loves sent him flowers? He’s a fucking loser, he doesn’t dese–
“Shall I put these here?” Quentin says once it’s clear Shane isn’t about to do literally anything useful like move to accept the flowers, or any other number of rational actions. 
Shane clears his throat, and tries not to think about Quentin going back to the rest of the concierge staff to talk about how slow and stupid Shane Hollander is.
“Thanks—thank you, yeah, just give them to me. Thank you,” he says cradling the bouquet to his chest and feeling like a fucking asshole for trying to somehow blame Ilya for Shane’s own inability to adjust to situations quickly. “Sorry I’m a little slow, I’m very tired,” he adds with a small smile. 
Quentin nods, “I can imagine. May I suggest… why don’t you take a tour of floors 9 and 10, once you’ve woken up a little? We have a wonderful steam room, a sauna, and a hot tub. All great for relaxing after a harrowing day of driving,” He finishes with a smile. 
Shane nods, trying to swallow the thickness in his throat; “I’ll take a look, thank you for bringing these. Oh, wait—” he pats his pockets searching for his wallet, because he’s pretty sure he’s supposed to tip the building's staff, but he's just patting his naked thigh instead because he's not wearing his sweatpants and—did he just open the door completely naked except for his briefs? 
The fuck am I doing, he thinks as he shifts the considerable bulk of the bouquet to try and cover himself, “I don’t… I don’t know where my wallet is, could you—could you give me a minute, please, I would like to–”
“There’s no need,” Quentin says with another smile, “It’s in the building’s regulations as well; tipping the concierge staff is not required. It is surely appreciated, mind you, but there’s no need to fret. Why don’t you enjoy your flowers instead, and then head down to the sauna?”
Shane feels like a piece of shit. Why does he keep messing things up today? He’s been on uneven footing ever since leaving Albany, almost as if the further he drove from Ilya the louder everything got, and it would be how many days before he could center his gravity around Ilya again? 
He nods his goodbye to Quentin, too tired to say anything else. Shane closes the door behind him and slides down against it, spilling to the floor gracelessly while he clutches the flowers and box to his chest. 
Can you be homesick but like, for a person? He feels like the day started on one end of the spectrum, and is already shifted to the complete opposite. It’s barely 5 p.m. 
From where he’s sitting, he can see the apartment is drenched in golden light, all the floor to ceiling windows in the living area letting in warm, buttery sunlight that almost seems to make the ultra sleek and modern furniture shimmer. 
It only makes him sadder.
He’s in this place people would probably kill to live in, with an an app on his phone that he can press to summon literally any number of people from the army of support staff, and all he wants is to be back in room 212 and for it to be this morning at 6 a.m. if not yesterday directly, when he'd first gotten to touch Ilya after four days that had felt like geological eras. 
Shane forces himself to set the flowers aside so he doesn’t crumple them up. He’s just started learning about floriography so he’s not sure about the lavender one but even he knows, he fucking knows, what red roses mean. 
He knows Ilya's a—an absolute fucking menace who jokes about everything but has somehow already sent him what appears to be 50 red roses and whatever’s in that goddamned red and white box, because he’s not only a menace but an asshole to boot, and Shane is so fucking in more-than-love that he thinks he’s probably crying because he misses Ilya so much he's homesick with it. 
And not only Ilya, but—he misses Hayd and Jackie. 
He misses his mom and dad. 
He misses his house in Montreal with the big bathtub, the soft, plush carpets, and the fridge who beeped at you so angrily if you dared leave it open for more than 10 seconds. 
There is a giant chrome… blob? at the entrance of this building, and the building itself looks all wrong, like someone just learning to use a forklift had gone to town with each pallet-like floor as they were stacking them on top of each other, and what the fuck is he doing? He doesn’t belong here. 
In this luxury apartment with heated floors and a doorman at the entrance. 
In New York. 
What was he thinking? This was not his city. 
He could have just asked to go to Ottawa, why hadn't he done that? If he had—if he had, right now he’d probably be with his parents and Hayd and Jackie and the kids instead of crying into a bouquet of roses at 5 p.m. on a Thursday evening. 
He could have gone to Boston, and he would be with Ilya. 
Why hadn’t he chosen Ilya? Was he… was he a bad person for this? Was he already behaving like the shittiest… not-boyfriend, because this was another word that sounded painfully insufficient, but what else was he if not Ilya's person—what if Ilya was upset about this? About Shane choosing New York instead of Boston?
Fuck, Shane hadn’t even thought about telling him—about telling him it wasn’t that Shane didn’t want to spend every single second of the day with Ilya, because at this point he was pretty sure he’d allow experimental surgery on himself so he could literally attach himself to Ilya like a limpet, and how fucking insane was that? 
But no, he hadn’t told Ilya anything. That he hadn't chosen Boston because it would have been a choice solely motivated by Shane's desire to spend more time, all the time, with Ilya, so they could weave their lives around each other and Shane could disappear into Ilya. 
That he hadn't chosen Boston because it wouldn't have been fair on either of them, not right now, not while Shane wasn't even sure he could stand on his own two feet for long without needing Ilya to support him, because maybe he couldn't say the wrong thing to Ilya, but he could be the wrong thing for him, and they'd already hurt each other enough throughout the years—it was time to grow now into someone who could deserve Ilya.
So he hadn’t told Ilya that he’d chosen New York because he wanted to play for them, with them, wanted to work on the parts of himself that he'd inherited as a result of growing up as he had, of behaving like he had—he wanted to become more of a Hunter than a Hollander, and that's why he'd chosen New York.
With its 8.5 million people, and its complicated geography, and the sprawling skyline of uneven buildings.
He'd chosen New York because he wanted to. 
“Shane,” he tells himself kindly, like Ilya would. 
His name echoes loudly in the quiet of the hallway.
“Shane, you have to calm down.” 
You can’t keep doing this to yourself, he thinks. It wasn't fair to him or Ilya. He was supposed to be an apple, not half of it. 
He looks down at his wrist and traces his fingers along the chain, rubbing the places where the links intertwine. 
Shane kind of wants to see the metal glimmer in the sunlight, so he gets up from the floor, grabs everything he needs, and goes exploring. 
Walking straight ahead after entering the apartment had led him to a bedroom, so this time he decides to follow the rays of sun and walks right. 
That seems to be a good choice, because suddenly he’s in a living area bathed in warm, buttery light, with a huge sectional couch in the middle and a round table next to a kitchen island. 
There's a gift basket on the island—the biggest he's ever seen in his life—but Shane decides to ignore it for now, because he has more important things to do.
He starts opening cabinets looking for something that resembles a vase, and finds one almost immediately, so at least he can save the roses, even though the jasmine and gladiolus bouquet from yesterday has sadly almost wilted on the way to New York despite the fact Shane stopped several times during the drive to drench the flowers in water trying to keep them alive long enough.
He read online he can press the jasmines and gladiolus petals, though, so he’s probably going to do that once he finds enough bandwidth. Right now, he can take care of the roses. 
He waters them and sets them on the table, feeling a little lighter as the room starts looking less like a showroom, and more like a place a human being would actually voluntarily inhabit. 
Looking at the bracelet shimmer in the sunlight as Shane moves his wrist this and that way also makes him a little lighter, so he does that for a bit until he finds his breathing is steady enough to call Ilya without it being absolutely clear he’s just spent the last half hour chasing twisters inside his own head. 
“Hey, New Yorker,” Ilya says in his fondest drawl as soon as he picks up, lighting Shane up like a roman candle.
He can hear the soft noise of a door shutting close, and voices nearby. 
“Hello. Can you talk?” 
“Yes, is just Connors and Vicky.” He snorts, “Connors has a date after the game tonight. With a girl from the chat,” he gloats. 
Shane groans, opening the fridge and blinking when he finds it filled to the brim. 
Uh, he thinks, grabbing a bottle of water and quickly closing the fridge, ignoring the rest before his brain can even start considering the thought of a stranger he hasn’t vetted yet handling his food and the structural organization of his fridge. 
“There’s no fucking way one of the girls from… from the evil group chat actually texted him. You’re fucking with me—Ilya, no,” he says, shutting down the joke immediately. 
The other makes a displeased noise, but it's half-hearted. “Is true, I swear. And the chat is now called ‘Rozanov Survivors Support Group,’” he chuckles. 
Shane hums, downing half the water in one long swig and immediately feeling more awake, “Maybe I should be in there, then.” 
“So you can be jealous of face mask and toothpaste? Sure, be my guest. I tell Connors to add Jane when he’s done freaking out over which ugly Abercrombie polo to wear.”
He grabs the giftbox and moves towards the couch, noticing in that moment that his new TV is even bigger than the last, and also comes with a wall mounted projector set up. 
Shane sits on the couch so his back is to the wall with the screen, and just looks outside at his view of the Hudson river. He tries wiggling a little in an effort to sit more comfortably, but the couch is stiff in a way that says ‘I'm expensive’ rather than ‘I’m new,’ so he’s probably going to have to go couch shopping at some point in the near future. 
“Hey, sorry I didn’t text you when I got here. I literally passed out on the bed.” 
“You passed out?” 
“No, I mean—I was just tired, so I fell asleep immediately. I didn’t faint.” 
“Ah. Is okay, I turned on location share on Find My Friends, so I knew you made it.” 
Shane smiles, feeling warm and cared for at the thought; “You what?” 
“I turned on location share on your phone.” 
He chuckles a little, warmth uncoiling inside of him and spreading throughout his body, “For how long?” 
“Indefinitely,” Ilya says. 
“Sounds efficient.” 
“Yes,” Ilya says, dry as autumn leaves on the ground, “Is exactly what I thought when I did it.” 
“I bet,” Shane murmurs.
“Although,” Ilya says a bit sheepishly, “You might want to apologize to Yuna, because she has called me four times to ask if I'd heard from you.”
Oh fuck, he thinks, immediately scrambling to look for his phone so he can text his mom before realizing he's currently talking into it. Fucking relax, Hollander, he thinks again, getting up from the couch to walk around the living space in an effort to dispel some of the tension. 
“I'm sorry, I was really exhausted and–”
“Shane, I did not say ‘apologize to me,’ I am okay. Told my teammates it was my girl’s mom and now they make whipping noises every time I walk past. Is great.”
Shane sits on the floor in front of the massive glass windows, and looks out at the unfamiliar skyline. “Thank you for talking to my mother. And for the red roses. They're beautiful.” 
Ilya’s voice is teasing when he answers, “Make sure to tell Pike I’m providing flowers, yes? Actually, I tell him tonight when I destroy him on the ice.” 
Shane groans, “Ilya, do not terrorize Hayden—I’m trying to get him to like you.”
“I tell him about you falling to your knees when I buy ginger ale, he is going to love me by second period.”
Despite his best judgement, Shane laughs, “He's going to deck you in the face and call my mom to stage an intervention, don't—don’t be too hard on him, okay? With the chirps. He's had a shit week too, and Jackie and the kids are still in Montreal. Be funny haha, not funny mean.”
“Okay,” Ilya says quietly, voice going soft. “I will tell him I bought you roses and you narrated a truck stop blowjob at me, yes? make sure he knows what our priorities are.”
“Asshole,” Shane says, sweet like a kiss. “Tell him about the face masks and makeup remover hospitality operation you're running in Boston, he's gonna love that for sure.”
Ilya chuckles, “Hollander, you are obsessed with the face mask. Is just a face mask.”
He grumbles a little out of self-respect, but has the decency to remain quiet because yes, he seems to be entirely obsessed with the mental image of Ilya Rozanov, playboy extraordinaire, going to Walmart to buy aloe face masks in bulk and packing them in tiny gift bags for his hookups. 
“I have to go,” Ilya then says, sounding like he'd rather do anything but.
“Good luck tonight,” Shane says.
“Will you watch?”
“Will I watch you obliterate my hometown team, where my best friend now plays? Sure, I'll watch. Make it good for me, mh?”
Ilya chuckles, “I score hat trick for you. Pike goes home crying.” 
Shane smiles, watching the flowers on the table and the way the red of the petals plays off a beautiful contrast against the white and glass of his new apartment.
“Do your worst.”
—
Shane wasn’t lying when he’d called Ilya a menace, so the box does, in fact, contain a stack of innisfree’s My Real Squeeze Mask Ex 100% natural aloe sheet masks—but it also houses a few books, which only serves to reinforce Shane’s belief that Ilya listened to everything he said in a way that should be a little scary, but only makes Shane feel cared for. 
He's familiar with most titles, but hasn't read any, since they all appear to be horror or horror-adjacent. There's two Kings—Salem’s Lot and The Tommyknockers, a used copy of Jurassic Park, and a deluxe slipcase edition of World War Z.
The Tommyknockers—a book Shane has never even heard of before—has one of Ilya's post-its stuck to the front, the words “this is so good, read this first” scribbled on it in green pen.
At the bottom of the box, Shane is kind of horrified to also find a Smythson navy blue leather refillable notebook, the letters SH engraved in silver foil on the bottom right-hand corner of the cover, and a Montblanc box tucked next to it. 
He immediately grabs his phone to text Ilya, “You need to stop buying me expensive gifts, you're gonna go broke and then you'll have to sell your cars to make rent,” but he's feeling content now, relaxed in a way he hasn't been since leaving their hotel room in Albany. 
So what if Ilya couldn't seem to stop himself from dropping frankly worrying amounts of money on gifts for him? 
Yesterday Shane hadn't been able to say I love you because it sounded ridiculously insufficient as it tried to encompass the breadth of Shane's heart, and today he'd stopped in front of a vending machine off I–87 and told Ilya those exact words because they were for him, not Shane.
Maybe all the gifts served the same purpose for Ilya. Maybe buying Shane a limited edition fountain pen inspired by Romeo and Juliet that was one of only 715 in the whole world was Ilya's way of trying to bridge the gap between heart and language. 
Shane gently traces the grained notebook cover and rubs his fingerpads on his monogram, feeling absurdly fond over his initials, and the fact Ilya seems to be genetically incapable of doing things halfway. 
The notebook sleeve feels like real leather, which Shane is not a huge fan of, but there is no way in hell he’s ever going to bring this up with Ilya—he’s just gonna have to use the notebook as much as possible, so the poor calf who died for Shane’s sins at least won’t have died in vain. 
Once he opens the cover, Shane is not even a little surprised to already find three refills inside, secured by the elastic band. What does surprise him, however, is the cream colored card tucked into the inner pocket.
 
I saw your book journal when I was in Montreal.
You can use this for horror books. Or for New York things. 
Have fun, nerd.
— Ilya  
 
Shane immediately knows he’s one-hundred-percent going to put the note up on his fridge. 
He knows it’s maybe a bit risky, but doesn’t really care. Anyone that is able to get close enough to Shane's fridge to read Ilya’s neat handwriting probably already knows why Ilya Rozanov is writing him notes. 
And even if they don’t—so what? Shane had never signed paperwork agreeing the rivalry was supposed to extend to their private lives. There was nothing wrong with them being friends off the ice, was there? 
Even if there was, it was probably a little too late to course correct at this point. Might as well stick the card to the fridge door so he could see it every time he went to open it.
Shane is carefully rifling through one of the boxes filled with kitchen items when his phone buzzes with a text. 



Lily
I would sell all my cars for you



Shane laughs softly and presses the phone against his chest.
So what if he feels lost sometimes when he thinks about how he would carve out his heart with a knife and offer it to Ilya on a silver platter, how he would let Ilya sink his teeth into it and devour it until there was nothing left? 
The heart wasn't Shane's anymore anyway. 
—
Shane puts it off for as long as he can, but in the end he has to call Francesca DeLuca and let her know he's alive and staring at the contents of his gift basket, now scattered across the countertop as he tries to figure out which cabinet is going to be for canned goods and which one will host grain products. 
He puts the champagne in the wine fridge—which is a hilarious thing to own when you’re someone who barely drinks alcohol—and the I ♥️ NY mug in the dishware cabinet, and then steadfastly refuses to even think about the five pages of printed out reservations for two people booked at restaurants whose waiting lists Google tells him are longer than the Hudson river itself. 
He also refuses to look at the attached card that reads ‘for you and your partner,' like Shane's a junior accountant at Scotiabank rather than a stupidly besotted hockey player who can never, ever use a reservation for two with the person he’d actually want to. 
Shane's touched by the museum passes, which definitely fall more into his comfort zone even though he's never been really big on art, but maybe when his parents get here they can all go together like they used to when he was little.
The Lady Liberty keychain immediately replaces his old Voyageurs one. That one he tosses in the plastic recycling bin—or what he desperately hopes is the plastic recycling bin anyway.
When he does settle down with a ginger ale and his list of contacts for the Admirals, he's feeling a little more grounded, and is determined to make a good first impression. From Farah's description he doesn't really know what to expect, but the booming “DeLuca here” he’s greeted with sounds about right. 
“Hello, uh, miss… Missus? DeLuca?” he says, feeling like an absolute troglodyte who has never spoken a word of English before in his life. “It’s Shane. Hollander.” 
Good first impression my ass, he thinks. 
“Shane motherfucking Hollander, as I live and breathe,” she says with the same level of luxurious satisfaction with which Ilya had said ossobuco the day before.
“Hi. Sorry I didn't call earlier but I took an unplanned nap.” He blurts before grinding his teeth and resisting the urge to throw his phone in the garbage disposal, then press the on switch. Maybe if he keeps saying the stupidest things they can just trade him back, and pretend none of this ever happened. 
“Ah, don't even worry about it. I wasn’t expecting your call until much later, actually—did you get upgraded to an earlier flight or something?” 
Shane hums, “No, I drove. I arrived a little after noon.” 
There’s a long silence on the other end and Shane hears someone passing by say “Hey Fran, we still on for drinks later?” to which she replies “You know it” before refocusing her attention on the phone call. 
“I didn’t quite catch that, can you repeat? You… drove? To Manhattan?”
He clears his throat, “Yep.” 
“Was there something wrong with the flight? We could have switched things around it if you’d–”
“No no no, the flight was perfect, everything is perfect—thank you for the gift basket, by the way—I just… felt like driving. I stopped in Albany.” 
“Albany,” she echoes. 
“Yes, um, just to sleep.” He clears his throat again, trying to corral the conversation in a direction that won’t make him feel like he’s just driving home with every sentence how poor his social skills are. “Anyway, yes, I just wanted to let you know I made it, and—and the apartment looks beautiful, and–”
“It is, isn’t it? You check out the Sky Estuary yet?” she says as if it’s supposed to mean something to Shane—who tends to have a pretty decent grasp on the English language most of the time, and he could have sworn he knew what the words ‘sky’ and ‘estuary’ meant, but somehow they’re together in Francesca’s sentence, which makes absolutely no sense. 
“The…?”
“It’s the amenity suite, 9th and 10th floors. Definitely check it out today, even if you don’t do anything else.”
“Sounds fun, I’ll do that—thanks.” Shane is definitely not going to check out the Sky Estuary today, would in fact rather grab his car from whatever underground luxury hellscape it has been stuffed into and drive it around just for the sheer pleasure of experiencing the best of Manhattan’s road rage. 
“You got the gift basket you said, yeah? So the food arrived as well?” 
“Yes,” he cringes inwardly, remembering there’s a fridge he has to navigate if he wants to eat tonight—which he definitely has to, considering at the very least he has practice tomorrow. “Thank you.”

“Pleasure’s mine; I sent our team nutritionist to deal with it because I didn’t know if you’d carried yours over from Montreal—or if you even have a private one—but I personally vouch for Michi. Everyone on the team swears by them.” 
“I recently terminated the professional relationship with my nutritionist in Montreal, so, ah—thank you for recommending… them?” 
“Of course! Only the best for Shane Hollander—I gotta say, I could not believe Farah when she said you might get traded. Do you have any idea how many GMs would kill for a player like you?” She chuckles, “Thanks to Montreal for lacking even a crumb of business sense. I almost sent them a thank-you card; ‘thanks for the hockey royalty, love Fran’.”
Shane isn’t sure whether he should feel flattered or like a cow someone’s ogling at the market, so he lands somewhere in between: “That’s very… generous, miss…?” 
“Don’t even try that with me. My name is Francesca, and I expect you to use it, yeah? None of that ‘miss’ bullshit.” 
“Okay,” he says, “Then I’m Shane.” He thinks he might end up liking her, if he’s able to get past the aggressively forward managing style he’s totally unaccustomed to coming from Montreal—but then again he supposes you didn’t manage hockey operations for an Original Six team without turning a bit feral along the way.
“Nice to meet you, Shane,” she says with a teasing lilt. “Now that we’ve made contact and I can prove to the GM I wasn’t lying about locking you down, I gotta go out and celebrate. But I’ll see you tomorrow, yeah? You have your schedule?” 
“Yes, thank you. Actually, there’s one last thing. I don’t know if Farah told you, but tomorrow I was going to… release a personal statement about my, ah, sexuality,” he manages to say without making it sound like he’s asking for permission. 
“Sounds good, do you want to do it through the Admirals’ official channels?”
Shane blinks, “No, I—I would rather do it on my socials, if… if it’s okay? I haven’t talked to anyone from your media team yet. I mean our.” 
Francesca chuckles, “Don’t worry, you’ll talk to them soon enough. They're all frothing at the mouth to be the one that gets to interview you for the Welcome Aboard hashtag. Anyway yeah, no problem. We’ll just… retweet it, or whatever nonsense social media want, yeah?”
 “Okay, thanks.” 
“Alright, I’m going, you go check out the Sky Estuary now. And, Shane?”
“Yes?” 
“I can’t fucking wait to finally see you on my ice,” she says before hanging up. 
—
While Shane does not check out the Sky Estuary specifically (which, according to his 56 Leonard app seems to only refer to the aquatic amenities on the 10th floor), he does spend an hour running on one of the 17 treadmills available on floor 9, and then takes a shower in one of his stupidly large bathrooms. 
The thing is—it’s not that he hates the apartment. It’s not. 
Sure, right now it looks more like something out of American Psycho or a rich actor’s Open Door segment for Architectural’s Digest, but Shane can see the bones. 
He can see that if he changes the couch, gets rid of the totally impractical chairs, gets a coffee table that’s not made of fucking crystal, so he can actually use it instead of looking at it wondering when he's gonna accidentally shatter it into pieces, if—if he gets a bigger island maybe, or a bigger table, or both, he could get used to it. With time. 
For one, the view is beautiful. 
Not the one with—with the skyscrapers, none of which he can identify (and almost doesn’t care to) except for the One World Trade Center, but the one facing west, over the Hudson. Shane can actually see himself getting pleasantly lost in himself as he watches tiny tugboats and ferries move across the water. He’d already found it soothing earlier, when he’d been talking to Ilya, so it was definitely a plus. 
The thing is—he doesn’t belong here, and he’s not really sure it’s just a matter of geography, or interior design. 
How do normal people make choices every day, knowing that the choices might end up being wrong? You can’t exactly backpedal on a multimillion dollar trade plus move to New York. You were supposed to choose right the entire time, because the next five years of your life were tethered to your team, and there was no escape if it turned out you’d made the wrong decision. 
It’s not like you could show up on your first day and say oopsies—maybe another player could, but not him. 
But everything was just so loud, even his new gigantic flat screen’s volume went from mute to migraine levels with one click as Shane struggled to find a comfortable position to sit in so he could eat his food and watch Boston VS Ottawa in peace. In the end, Shane grabs his bowl of steamed salmon and brown rice and sits crosslegged on the floor, his back resting against the kitchen island. 
Has he ever been truly alone before? 
Not lonely, actually alone. 
He was in a city of 8.5 million people, and not a single soul could reach him if something was wrong. 
He could fall apart right here, right now, on his kitchen floor, and no one would know. 
On his giant screen, he watches Ilya and Hayden skate closer until they’re facing each other across the red line, and Ilya’s immediately running his mouth because of course he does. Hayden rolls his eyes and takes off his glove with his teeth to flip the other off, Ilya laughing as he raises his palms up and clearly says ‘okay, okay’ as he skates backwards towards the Bears’ bench. 
Shane smiles, taking a bite of salmon.
Maybe he could give it a couple of months, and if he still felt so out of place, then maybe—maybe he could move. That was an option, right? He wasn’t, like, married to this apartment he would have never chosen for himself in the first place. 
Or maybe he could work on the space for two, three, maybe four months—five tops—rifinish the cabinets so the vibe was less ‘upscale sci-fi hospital’ and more ‘an actual human lives here’. Buy some decent stools for the kitchen island. Definitely a new couch. Some lamps. Mood lighting. Maybe a curtain or two, because the floor to ceiling windows made him feel incredibly exposed, nevermind the fact he was forty-two floors up into the air. 
Maybe he could even check out the Sky Estuary for himself, and see what all the fuss was about. 
—
Shane has never struggled so much before. 
On the screen, Hayden literally trips on the puck and faceplants two feet away from St. Simon, who slaps the puck away at Marleau, then points at Hayden and laughs. 
For fuck’s sake, he thinks with a sigh and closes Ilya’s iMessage thread to open Hayden’s so he can text ‘did you literally just trip on the literal PUCK, is there something in the water in Ottawa,” but then stops himself and thinks. 
He’s currently texting his live comments to both Ilya and Hayden separately, and the lack of efficiency caused by having to type-tap out of the thread-open a separate thread-type-tap out of the thread-rinse-and-repeat is driving him a little bit more insane with every ‘tap out of the thread’. 
He could make his life easier by putting both people together in the same thread, but that means he would be putting both people together in the same thread, and that sounds like the worst idea Shane’s had since he decided to move to New York, which had been a pretty big one already. 
What’s the worst that could happen, though? That they’d insult each other to their faces? Like that had never happened before. 
What if he trusted them though—in the same way they trusted him—what if Shane put them together in the same room like a child playing with Barbies, what if he sat them down and forced them to acknowledge each other, and the role they played in Shane’s life? What was the worst that could happen? 
The worst has already happened, he thinks, so he does the unthinkable and creates a new group chat.



This is for hockey ONLY
(Hayd, Lily, Shane) 
 
Shane
Hayd, did you literally just trip on the literal PUCK? Is there something in the water in Ottawa?
Ilya, your tape job looks terrible. 
Why is nobody forechecking? 
I can understand Ottawa but BOSTON? 
Did you all forget how to play? 
Nice goal, Ilya :) 
Hayd that’s a good backcheck!
Oh. Nevermind. 
Is Connors okay? He looks drunk. 
If that’s how he handles the pressure of having a date post-game, I hope he never starts meeting with another player because he’d never be able to handle it.
He literally looks like he’s about to vomit. 
Hayden, PLEASE, what the fuck was that??? Your WIFE is watching, have some self-respect 
Ilya for the love of god stop forcing cross-ice passes. You're not playing with your All-Star team. It’s just the fucking Boston Bears. 
Guys do you NEED me to drive to Boston and slap you both?
The fuck is going on. 
Whatever salary he’s on, Hayes definitely needs a raise, holy shit… How mad are you @Lily ? No hat trick for you :)  
Are you sure Connors isn’t concussed? 
Chouinard is literally built like a brick wall. Do you know how much he benches @Hayd ? 



He keeps texting until Ilya scores Boston’s fifth goal of the evening, then gives up the ghost, muting the tv and grabbing Russian for Dummies instead. It takes less than five minutes from the game’s end before his phone starts buzzing like an angry wasp. 



This is for hockey ONLY
(Hayd, Lily, Shane) 
 
Lily 
hollander you are mad
???


Hayd
I do not consent to my data being shared with 3rd parties wtf 
Also fuck you, like you never trip on the ice! 


Lily
at least does not trip on skates like toddler who just set foot on ice
was beautiful to watch
sad for your team 
but beautiful 


Hayd 
Fuck you too!!! 
And do not bring Jackie into this @Shane come on man 


Lily
no thanks i’m good with current arrangement 


Hayd
You’re just mad cos I’m still winning the Reddit poll


Lily 
i feel sorry for your wife and children 
 
Hayd
I’m leaving the chat 
@Shane come back and tell me not to leave the chat 
@Shane ????? 

Lily 
christ pike you sound like a fedora incel
leave m’lady alone
he is probably busy writing angry letter to sports news for including your goal in tonights highlights


Hayd 
What the fuck is an incel


Lily 
lol
 
He smiles, biting his lip to resist the temptation to intervene (and also ask what an incel is). Let them chirp until they got blue in the face—at least they were getting used to each other, and neither of them had threatened bodily harm yet. 
On his part, Shane has more important things to focus on right now, like trying to memorize the cyrillic alphabet. 
—
March 2016 
Friday, 08:20 a.m.
New York 

In the morning, once Shane manages not to throw up at the elevator's drop in gravity, he approaches Quentin at the concierge desk to gently slide a twenty dollar bill over the counter with a; “Thanks again for bringing the flowers up yesterday.” 
The man blinks at the money for a second before picking it up, and nodding his thanks. “Much appreciated, Mister Hollander.” 
“No worries at all,” Shane says. “Um, I need to get my car but I’m not sure where–”
“Good morning, Mister Hollander,” Isaac greets him from the door. “Your car is waiting outside.” 
He frowns, but thanks Quentin again and makes his way outside, wondering if living in a luxury residence meant from now on people were just going to use his stuff without telling him first, and expect Shane to feel anything but anxiety at the thought of someone invading his space while they did things on his behalf.
Leonard street is quiet—which is nice considering Shane was fully expecting to immediately get assaulted by noise—but it’s also notably empty of his Land Rover. 
“Isaac, did you say–” 
Someone honks three times, then yells “Shane Hollander!” and Shane knows that voice now, but still his shoulders go up as he turns and sees Francesca DeLuca waving from where she's parked outside the entrance to 56 Leonard. 
“Come on,” she says, motioning to come inside. 
He nods a distracted good day to Isaac and climbs into the New York Admiral’s President of Hockey Operations’ car like he’s a child on his first day of school. 
Her smile is so big and excited Shane immediately feels like an asshole for spending a large part of the previous day wondering how bad she would take it if he told her he just wanted to go back to Canada, and sorry about the extra paperwork eh?
“Good morning Mis—Francesca,” he corrects himself and she winks in delight, handing him a travel cup of coffee and an assortment of sugar packets, sweetener pills, creamer cups, and coffee stirrers. 
She then produces another bag from somewhere in the vicinity of the steering wheel, and despite the fact he’s already had breakfast, Shane immediately feels his stomach growl. Whatever's wrapped in that oil paper smells so good it’s worth investigating immediately. 
“Good morning, Shane. Thought I’d drive you to work today, don’t want you accidentally winding up in Connecticut. Lox bagel from Ess-a-Bagel,” she adds handing him the food. “Best bagel place in New York. Don't trust whoever says the best bagels are from New Jersey—they’re fucking losers.”
Best bagels or not, Shane can't stop the pornographic moan that slips past his self control at the first bite. He feels himself blush and clears his throat, shooting Francesca an apologetic smile. “Ah, sorry. I don't normally have carbs and dairy so sometimes it's kinda like—” he closes his fist and opens it quickly, making a tiny boom noise, “Explosions.”
Francesca looks absolutely riveted by the exchange, and either her performance should be submitted for Oscar consideration or she's genuinely happy that she's taking time out of her no doubt incredibly busy schedule to feed Shane second breakfast and drive him to practice like she's his mom. 

“See, this is why I could never be an athlete,” she says, “No carbs and no dairy sounds like a fucking nightmare. My grandma would probably cry if I told her no pasta and no cheese. I would kill my nana. Her lasagna won first prize five times in a row back in Italy.” Francesca then leans into the space between them and waves a hand, yelling out the window; “Bye Isaac, your tickets will be at will-call! See you tomorrow at the Garden!” 
“Oh,” Shane says as they peel off so quickly they presumably leave 30% of Francesca's tires on the pavement, “You know Isaac?”
“Nah, I just met him,” she answers, like that clears things up.
This is gonna be a long drive, Shane thinks as Francesca drives through a red light and then feeds a battered copy of Shakira's Laundry Service to the car stereo.
He shrugs and works on the rest of his bagel. 
—
Turns out, Farah was right about the hand gestures. 
In the thirty-five minutes it takes them to drive from 56 Leonard to Tarrytown, Shane learns three very important things about Francesca; one, she’s incredibly touchy feely. 
Not in an inappropriate way, but she playfully smacks Shane’s shoulder and grabs his arm, pointing at things along the way and just generally touching him more times than Shane normally allows a stranger, which is approximately zero times. 
Two, Francesca drives a Porsche Cayenne Turbo, and is not afraid to use it. The second time she does a triple-lane merge with the skill of a Formula 1 driver, Shane surreptitiously sits up straighter, making sure to keep his limbs relaxed so his bones hopefully won't get too broken in case of an accident. 
Three, Francesca is bilingual, and her second language is what she calls ‘New York honk system’. She plays the horn like Shane assumes Mozart played the piano—that is, if Mozart was a 5’7’’ high powered New York exec with brown hair. 
Despite his best efforts, by the time they get to the sports center Shane has already taken an ibuprofen for the headache, and is tense like a violin string as he tries not to jump like a scared cat every time Francesca leans on the horn to signal get out of my way or any variation thereof. 
When they walk inside the MSG Training Center, though, Shane finds himself breathing a little easier. 
Yes, this isn’t CN Complex, but he feels more at home here than in his own apartment. While the layout is different, the content of the facility is not a surprise. A gym, weight room, physical therapy area, three separate lounges with an annexed kitchen, and one big catered one which Francesca calls “the galley,” like they’re in a nautical novel instead of a Westchester suburb. 
She takes him through the offices next—a brisk walk that Shane has to interrupt approximately twenty times to shake hands and sign a number of jerseys, pucks, and ball caps. Once they stop walking, they’re standing in front of Francesca’s own office, and Coach Murdoch leaning against the doorframe with one foot planted on the wall behind him as he scowls down at his iPad. 
“Hey Harv,” she says as she walks inside, gesturing for Shane to follow. “Here’s your new toy, please don't break him before lunchtime.” 
“Thanks,” Murdoch replies with a smirk. “Hollander, I spoke with Theriault earlier this morning and he said you skipped about a week worth of practice. Any reason for that?” 
Shane has always held Coach Murdoch in the highest regard, so he’s sorry when instead of the polite response the other deserves, Shane just shrugs and deadpans, “The one I can think of is him turning me away from practice itself on account of, ah, being a pansy ass Captain? Can’t remember the exact words,” he lies. 
Theriault’s casual cruelty is burned into his brain so starkly he’s probably never going to forget the words, but this is neither the time nor the place to show how much they still affected him. 
Francesca snorts, and Murdoch rolls his eyes, “Fran, please.”
“What? Did I not fucking say it was Theriault’s fault? Didn’t I? The man would not be able to take care of a chia pet, let alone Shane Hollander.” She holds out a hand, wriggling her fingers, “You owe me fifty bucks.” 
Coach Murdoch sighs, digging for his wallet and handing Francesca a few bills, “Thanks a lot, Hollander,” he says but not unkindly. 
Shane clears his throat, “I—I have a home gym—had, I mean. In Montreal. So I trained every day, but I haven’t touched ice in, um, ten days.” He feels a yawning pit open up inside his chest; what if he’s forgotten how to skate? 
“Alright,” Murdoch says with a shrug. We’re starting on-ice practice in twenty; come, I'll show you to the locker room.”
—
As they meander back out of the office area, and through one of the lounges to a big rec room, Murdoch keeps talking; “We normally do game tape review in the morning but I wasn't sure when you'd get here so I moved it to after practice.”
“Thanks, Coach,” he says. 
“I know you've always been a center, but–”
“I'd like to try playing wing, too,” Shane says maybe a little too enthusiastically. “I know all your centers are also wings, so I'd like to try as well. Can't promise I'll be any good at it, but I—yeah.”
“Ours,” Murdoch says.
Shane frowns, “Sorry?”
“Our centers. Not yours. Our team, our centers.”
He swallows past the knot of shame in his throat. Right. He belonged to New York now, so he better start acting like it. He was not going to run back to Canada with his tail tucked between his legs, no matter how much he wanted to last night. 
“That might honestly take me a while,” he explains in a quiet tone, “but it's not because I'm not happy to be here, Coach. So, ah, sorry in advance?”
Murdoch stops in front of a red door with a framed 2015-2016 Admirals team photo hanging on it, dutifully signed by each member of the team. 
“Is that just the Canadian in you, or does that come from Theriault?” he asks as if that's supposed to make sense to Shane. 
“Uh, the…?”
“I've known you ten minutes and you've apologized at least three times. You’re a polite man, sure, but I know Michel too.”
Oh, he thinks, then frowns, trying to figure it out. At this point Shane feels like he has spent a lifetime apologizing for being good at everything you threw at him, and yet somehow feeling like he never met expectations. 
“I'm not entirely sure,” he says with a small smile.  
Murdoch makes a non-committal noise, and shrugs; “No matter. Either way, yes—I’d like to try you out on a line with Scotty today. Don't think too hard, what's your best; left or right?”
“Left,” Shane immediately replies. 
“Alright,” Murdoch says. “Welcome to the team, then,” he says, opening the door to the locker room and leaving Shane to step in alone. 
There's a moment of absolute stillness before someone says ‘oh shit he’s here,’ and Carter Vaughn bounds up to Shane, grabbing him by the shoulders and shaking him like he’s trying to look for change between the couch cushions. 
He envelops Shane in a hug and says, “I can’t believe you’re really here!” 
Matti Jalo appears from behind Vaughn in all his blond golden retriever glory, and pats him on the shoulder with a smile and an eyebrow wiggle, “Finally my Make-A-Wish came true and we have a good center.” 
“Oh fuck off Eurotrip,” Scott Hunter chimes in from his spot next to a refreshments table packed with fruit, recovery shakes, an assortment of electrolyte packets, and enough protein bars to feed a small army, as well as what appears to be a plexiglass cube filled with money. Hunter winces as the PT massaging his shoulder executes what looks to be a Mortal Kombat finisher on his deltoid.  
“Your cubby’s next to mine,” Eric Bennett says in lieu of a greeting once Vaughn decides that Shane is not, in fact, filled with loonies and toonies, and stops shaking him around like a rattler. 
He takes Bennett’s outstretched hand with a smile and starts unpacking his new gear, the smell of new plastic filling his nostrils. It is, objectively, a terrible smell, but it smells a little like home and Shane's blood is starting to thrum with pent up energy. 
He's never gone so long without being on the ice before—not without an injury anyway, and it was kinda sorta fine while he was busy dealing with the immediate aftermath of the leak, and with the immediate aftermath of Ilya, but now that he's back in familiar territory he feels the pull of the rink like a siren call. 
He unpacks his training bag next, stashing a few compression shirts, shorts, and socks on the shelf before grabbing the picture of his parents from the outer pocket and pinning it to the cubby wall with a small ball of Blu Tack. He's just finished sticking a picture of the Pikes and Pikelets next to his parents’ when he feels eyes on him like a physical thing, like being struck by a hot poker directly at the base of his skull. 
When he turns to investigate, Shane’s eyes land on a pair of shockingly green ones, belonging to what appears to be a cross between a literal child and a deer caught in headlights. As Shane gives him a little wave, the other blushes, snapping his head down to look at his shoes while Joel Miller nudges him with an elbow, murmuring something.
“That's one of our rookies,” says Bennett. “He has a picture of you taped in his cubby, so be gentle when he inevitably does something stupid,” he adds with a stern glare. 
“I would never be mean to a rookie,” Shane replies, starting to take off his clothes, “Only assholes are mean to rookies,” he concludes, folding his hoodie and shirt and dragging out a compression shirt from the bottom of the bag. 
“True,” Bennett agrees. “Anyway, where are you staying? Scarsdale?” asks Bennett.
“56 Leonard,” Shane answers with a grimace, then remembers he should be at least outwardly very grateful and tacks on, “Really gorgeous Sky Estuary,” feeling like a clown in the process. 
One of Bennett’s eyebrows climbs toward his hairline, “Tribeca? I wouldn't have pegged you for the Manhattan skyscraper type.”
He doesn’t sound like he’s teasing Shane, so he lets himself relax a little, “I'm… I'm really not, but the team leased it for me. It's very. Um,” he attempts one of the four distinct types of hand-waves he saw Francesca make in the car, “Big.”
As he’s waving his compression shirt around in an attempt to convey the exact breadth and width of ‘big,’ Shane realizes he’s half naked—which wouldn’t normally be uncommon in a locker room, but this is post-leak Shane, so maybe he shouldn’t be half-naked around other men, because what if he makes them uncomfortable? What if they think he’s taking his time getting ready so he can—ogle them like a pervert? 
He takes a quick look around the room and realizes everyone else is also in various states of undress, so he closes his eyes and leans forward into his cubby, trying to make it as clear as possible that he’s not—he’s not looking, he’s not here to—to prey on the straights or whatever other bullshit his new teammates think he’s doing. 
What the fuck is he gonna do after practice, when he has to shower? 
A gentle hand falls to his shoulder, “You okay, Shane?”
When he opens his eyes, Vaughn is standing next to him, looking concerned and wearing only a pair of neon green briefs with red smiling mouths on them. Shane snaps his gaze back up to Vaughn’s eyes, and finds him smiling reassuringly. 
“Those are the ugliest fucking briefs I’ve ever seen in my life,” Shane says, and allows himself to raise a hand to Vaughn's shoulder, squeezing it once to confirm that yes, he’s okay. 
Vaughn squeezes back, “That’s because you have the fashion sense of a blind raccoon.” 
Behind him, Bennett tries to hide his laugh behind a—very ineffective—cough. 
“Hey,” Hunter says before disappearing into his shoulder pads like a turtle, “Isn't the Bean at the base of your skyscraper?” 
Jalo immediately groans, “Do not.”
Shane frowns, “The what?” 
“The Anish Kapoor,” Bennet clarifies without clarifying. 
“People keep saying that to me like I'm supposed to know who that is,” he frowns. 
“He's the guy who trademarked black,” Greg Huff chimes in with the same tired voice of someone who’s heard the same story one too many times. 
“That's a gross generalization Huffy, and you know it,” continues Bennett with narrowed eyes, an accusing finger pointed straight at Huff’s chest. 
“Here we go again,” whines Jalo while he finishes tying up his skates, “Why is Benny allowed to jerk off to Anish Kapoor in public but if I put on music I'm getting banned from aux cord privileges?”
“I do not jerk off–”
“Uh yeah you kinda do, man,” Ryley Robinson pipes up from Shane's left. 
“He's a brilliant arti–”
“It's literally a shiny bean? What’s so great about that, my mantis shrimp could do a better job and she literally has no hands,” says Robinson.
Someone behind Shane lets out a distraught noise, “Not the fucking mantis shrimp again, please Ryley.”
Robinson straightens up, “Hey, what’s your problem with Aurora? She’s sick and in the quarantine tank, have some respect even if she’s not—not—not a fucking bean, or whatever.”
Shane decides he does not want to find out what a quarantine tank is, and just focuses on putting on his shin guards instead. 
Bennett grabs his goalie mask from the bench, “Would you look at the Mona Lisa and say that's just a woman?”
“At least the Mona Lisa took skill to paint,” says Nathan Drake from where he’s trying to balance stick tape on his nose like a seal, “The bean is just… a fucken’ bean, y’know Benny?”
Jalo gets up with a frustrated noise, tying his long blond hair into a low ponytail, “Can we stop please, I can't do this again—I go home and dream about beans. I did not leave free healthcare behind for this.”
Hunter laughs, “Don't look at me, look at Benny!”
“I’m looking at you because you're the one who triggered him,” Jalo says with a whine, “Because you're a fucking oaf, Scotty.”
“Your mom's an oaf,” Hunter responds with the same maturity of Ruby and Jade when they’re arguing with each other. 
Jalo scoffs, “Don't you talk about my mama like that, she is a beautiful princess,” he says, accompanying the sentiment with a sweeping gesture and laughing.  
“Um… Mister… Mister Hollander?” comes a voice behind Shane. 
A bunch of groans all rise around them. 
“Kid, what the fuck,” says Miller while shaking his head. 
The rookie turns towards Miller with a pained expression, “You said!” 
“I didn’t tell you to call him Mister Hollander, that’s just embarrassing.”
Drake sits back on the bench and fiddles with his shoulder pads, “It’s like watching a car crash in slow-mo.”
Despite the ribbing, the rookie is still standing behind Shane. He’s clutching his phone like a lifeline, and is red as a beet, but he finds the courage to ask; “Can we take selfie?”
Something fond immediately blooms in Shane’s chest, because he knows that accent, he loves that accent. It's much thicker than what Ilya sounds like now, but it sounds—it sounds just like Ilya did when they were younger, when they were rookies themselves. 
He gives the other an encouraging smile and nods, asking; “What's your name?”
“Orlov. Daniil,” he almost trips over himself in his haste to answer. “Thank you for picture,” he adds. 
Shane is somehow still half naked so he says, “Can I put on a shirt first?”
The rookie—Daniil, Shane thinks, immediately vowing to himself that he’s gonna make sure no one treats him poorly—nods enthusiastically, his topknot bouncing back and forth like a little bobblehead on top of Daniil’s actual head. 
From the other side of the locker room, Drake snorts and says in a sing-songy voice, “Aw but a shirt is gonna make it that much harder to jerk off over Mister Hollander—wait,” he immediately raises a hand when Hunter straightens up and opens his mouth to say something. “I heard it, I heard it—sorry Orly, that was not funny.” 
Drake walks towards the plexiglass cube next to the protein bars, and drops a dollar in before frowning and turning towards Shane, “Hollander, should I put a dollar in for you as well?”
Shane's brain is still kinda going through the five stages of grief over the joke, but in between being angry over the fact the locker room was supposed to be safe, and sad at the fact Orlov hadn’t even said anything weird, Shane manages to land on the fact Drake has already apologized to Orlov and admitted the joke was not funny, and is now asking Shane about… making a donation?
“Um,” Shane says.  
“Since you're gay?” Drake offers as explanation.
His give-a-fuck-meter is starting to glitch a little, these days, so Shane rolls his eyes and spits out “So what.” It’s maybe a little more forceful than originally planned, but Shane’s not going to make the same mistakes again—if a teammate fucks around, they’re going to find out.
“Now you're definitely putting another dollar in,” says Robinson with a chuckle. 
Hunter takes pity on them all, and tells Shane; “Drake was traded from Toronto.”
“Yeah, I'm still being rehabilitated. Sorry man, I really don't care that you're gay, it's just like a pavlovian response from spending three years in the same space as Dallas Kent's sweaty jockstrap.”
“That's a cool band name,” comments Robinson, sounding almost impressed. 
Under normal circumstances, Shane would try to be a little less himself and accept the apology with grace, but right now he’s not sure he likes Drake at all, so instead he says; “Pavlov was a terrible man,” Then tries to gentle it a little with, “Um I mean, so you have like a swear jar?”
By this point, Shane is fully dressed except for his skates, so he motions Orlov to come close. He reaches out an arm to hug Orlov’s shoulder, but stops himself and almost lets his arm fall before Orlov perks up and all but climbs Shane in his haste to half hug him. He takes about fifty pictures of the two of them, which is objectively ridiculous, but Shane doesn’t mention it.
“It's the shitty joke jar, everyone's subject to it,” Hunter says proudly as Drake drops another dollar in the plexiglass box for good measure.
Jalo snorts, “It’s for everyone, but Nate is at a disadvantage because he spent three years in the locker room equivalent of 4chan.”
“What's 4chan?” Shane asks as Orlov thanks him with a smile and literally skips back to his cubby, where Miller gives him a fond smile. Shane catches Miller say, ‘See? I told you he was gonna say yes,’ and decides he likes him. 
Not many in the Voyageurs would have been that kind to a rookie—which is an absolute shit thing to think, but it was an even shittier thing to witness. 
Jalo makes a vague hand gesture, “It's like Reddit but worse.”
Shane groans immediately, “God—I fucking hate Reddit.”
Vaughn perks up at that, “Did you see there's a poll–”
Shane rolls his eyes, because of course someone was going to mention the poll at some point. 
At least for once it wasn’t Hayden.
He nods, “All I know is, my best friend is winning it, and I've never even spoken to the guy on number two.”
“And number three is literally Rozanov,” Jalo finishes with a laugh. 
Shane's brain bluescreens for a second because of course someone was going to point out–
“Can we not talk about Rozanov when I'm eating?” Says Drake, who has taken advantage of the Shitty Joke Jar’s strategic positioning to crack open an orange like he’s about to bless Simba on Pride Rock. 
“You're always eating,” points out Jalo. 
“And yet you still talk.”
Miller goes up to Shane then, “Hey, what was that about Pavlov?”
Shane blinks up at him, allows himself to drop his shoulders and breathe, secure in the knowledge that none of his new teammates are about to jump several sharks and somehow guess Ilya should actually be number one in the poll. 
You’re fine, he tells himself before launching into an unabridged explanation about early psychology, conditioning, and John B. Watson as more of his teammates drop what they’re doing and listen to him with increasingly more horrified expressions. 
By the time Shane’s done explaining, Drake is sat on his bench crying about Little Albert, saying “What the fuck, man?” over and over again. 
Shane walks over to hand him a tissue, and decides he kinda likes Drake, too. 
—
The moment he finally, finally touches the ice again, Shane understands why Francesca DeLuca treats him like a Van Gogh on loan instead of a slightly dinged up hockey player. 
It's not so much the drills but the scrimmage that seals the deal and reminds him exactly who he is. 
One second he's chasing Hunter across the blue line, and the next he spots it—the tiny opening Hunter leaves for a fraction of a second. The kind of mistake nobody notices until it's already too late.
Shane reaches out, lifts the puck clean off Hunter's stick, pivots hard enough to spray ice across the boards, and suddenly there's nothing in front of him except open ice. 
When the puck hits the back of the net, Bennett pulls off his mask just to stare at Shane for a few seconds. 
That’s when he knows, he knows, he finally knows. 
Yeah, I can make this work, he thinks, and smiles. 
—
After practice, Hunter drives Shane back to Manhattan and doesn’t say a word when, instead of engaging in conversation, Shane just lets his head rest against the headrest, scrolling through his emails and acknowledging Tiên’s one letting him know his personal statement has been posted. 
Shane lets his brain level out for a little while, lazily flipping through the Admirals’ playbook and how each line clicks together, where he can fit, how game tape review had felt more like sitting down for a chat instead of a military debrief he had to absolutely excel at. 
Drake had sat next to him, asking about his edgework, and Shane had found the words just tumbling out without much thought—just words, just talking, just sharing information with a teammate. 
In the row in front of them, Orlov had twisted in his chair to listen to Shane, so he’d started explaining in more detail how he’d learned from figure skaters how to maintain balance while leaning more aggressively, how to not be afraid of the feeling of falling but using the weight of the gear to his advantage instead. 
It felt good, being around people who seemed to appreciate him just for being there. 
“Is everything okay?” Hunter asks with a frown, “Your phone’s been going off like crazy.”
Shane looks down at it, and notices the group chat with Ilya and Hayden already has 27 unread texts, but when he scrolls through them it’s just the other two arguing over which Fast and Furious movie is best, so Shane lets them be and continues relaxing instead.
“Yep,” he says. “All good.”
—
“Hey,” he says, already halfway through his meal by the time Ilya’s face appears on screen. “Sorry, I was hungry.” 
“Is fine,” Ilya says, settling in with his—Shane frowns. 
“Is that McDonald’s?” 
Ilya stuffs his face with about twelve fries in a single bite, “Sure is.” 
“Uh,” Shane says. He’s never going to understand how Ilya’s diet works.
“How was hockey?” 
Shane shakes himself and takes another bite of his ginger-miso chicken bowl, “It was…good. Fun,” he says, surprising himself a little at the descriptor. 
“Good,” Ilya hums. “Fun is good. Ready for tomorrow? They will play you, yes?”
Shane nods, “Yes, 2C for now. After that, we’ll see.” He chuckles as Ilya plays with the Happy Meal toy, making it jump from the box to the sandwich to the fries, “Is that a bird?”
“Furby,” Ilya clarifies, turning the little black nugget towards Shane and bringing it close to the camera. “Is cute, yes?”
“Very cute,” Shane agrees, and doesn’t even try to hide the absurdly fond smile he’s sure is written plain on his face. “If only your fans could see you now,” he adds, just to be a little shit. 
“They would be jealous because black Furby is rare. This week is orange and black, but there’s very few black ones,” he gently pets the plushie with one finger, tilting it left and right so it looks like it's walking across Ilya’s palm. 
Shane bites his lip to hide his laugh, “I’m very proud of you,” he says. 
Ilya looks up at him and winks, “I am very impressive.” 
Shane thinks he would be happy to do this every day for the rest of their lives. 
—
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Shane is terrified. 
There are ancient vines out there somewhere and they’re killing people, and he can’t stop reading. 
Fuck this, he thinks grabbing his phone and getting up from the bed, turning on all the lights in his stupidly big apartment as he goes. He wants to get to the living room, but takes a wrong turn and ends up in one of his walk-in closets instead of the hallway. By the time he finds the couch, Ilya’s finally answered. 
“Shane?” Ilya sounds so groggy Shane should probably feel more guilty about waking him up, but the vines are eating people. How the hell is Ilya sleeping when the vines are stripping the flesh off Pablo’s legs just like that, and Pablo doesn’t even fucking feel it because his back is broken?
“Fuck you,” Shane says, then immediately, “Pablo is dead.”
“Who?” Ilya sounds considerably more awake now, rustling of sheets in the background and the click of a light being turned on. 
“Pablo,” Shane repeats, louder, as if that’s the problem, that he’s not speaking clealry enough, not that—that the fucking vines strangled Pablo and now he’s dead. 
“Pablo? Serrano? Florida goalie?”
“What?”
Ilya makes a frustrated noise, “What Pablo, Shane, is not—I don’t know other Pablo, just the one on Cougars.”
“Ilya, in the book. Pablo from The Ruins.” 
There's a very long pause, so long that Shane feels compelled to shake his phone a little before saying, “Hello? Are you there?”
Ilya sounds completely awake as he snaps, “Hollander. Is four in morning. You wake me up for book?”
“I didn’t wake you up for book,” Shane snaps back, imitating Ilya’s accent. “It sounds stupid when you say it like that–”
“It is fucking stupid—is four. In morning. I got back from club one hour ago.”
“Club? What the hell are you doing out at a club until three?! It’s almost the playoffs.”
“St. Simon. Birthday. Hollander, I am hanging up now and you will put book away and sleep.”
He lets himself fall back against the couch cushions, “I can’t do that, I need to know how it ends–”
“They all die. Plant eat them all. Amy goes away. Friends of Pablo also die. Now sleep.” 
Shane blinks. 
“Ilya, did you just spoil the ending for me?”
“No Shane, I made us both favor. Go sleep. Please, luchik. I beg.”
Shane bites his lip because he can’t sleep now, especially after Ilya told him Amy’s the one that survives, but Ilya called him… something? in Russian? And begged him to sleep, so maybe he can make an effort. 
It is four in the morning, after all. 
“Okay,” he says, gentling his tone. “Sleep, Ilya.”
The other makes a tired noise, but doesn't say anything. 
Shane makes himself as comfortable as possible against his unyielding couch, and starts reading again while Ilya’s breath grows steadier and softer on the other end. 
“Ilya,” he whispers after a minute or so, “Are you sleeping?”
The other doesn’t say a word, and Shane smiles to himself before turning the page, Ilya’s quiet breathing in his ear. 
—
Hello everyone,
You've probably been wondering when or even if I would say something about this, and I know it's been a few days, but I needed some time to work through some things.
I've always been a very private person and I will continue to be one for as long as I'm allowed, but I just wanted to say this one thing to you, so there's no misunderstandings between us.
I'm gay. 
I know at this point it's not news to anyone, but it feels good to say it for myself instead of having someone else steal the words from me.
I want to thank my friends and family for the unwavering support they've shown me this past week, my new teammates in New York for making me feel welcome, and the many players around the league who reached out with kindness during a difficult time.
One last thing before we resume our regularly scheduled hockey talk.
If you are out there, and you're scared, I understand. I still am too sometimes. But the thing is, the people who matter will still love you. The rest is just noise. 
— Shane 


There is always a lighthouse.
There is always a man. 
There is always a city. 

*

(Bioshock Infinite)





  
    Chapter End Notes

    me: okay I need hockey NPCs

my brain: okay steal like 95% of them from Sony's IP, and one from Unknown Worlds Entertainment

me: sounds great, let's do it
 
I know what you're all here for, don't even lie.

and I'm sure it's not an update on john connors' date with the girl from the group chat.

here's the links to ilya's gifts + pricetags:
📓 Evergreen Refillable Large Notebook in Ludlow (navy) + personalization + 2 refills - CAD 1,227

✒️ Meisterstück Romeo & Juliet Limited Edition 715 Fountain Pen - CAD 12,100
objectively UNHINGED. for a pen Shane can't even use because he can't write with anything that's not a bic cristal soft. Ilya must never find out.
♥️ last but not least - Shane saying EXPLOSIONS is a nod to another one of my absolute faves, Select All by Regolith. It's such a beautiful, hot, comforting fic I might just go read it again right now.
🌜 a small note---I'm gonna do my best, but I don't know if I'll be able to post Chapter 6 next Saturday. it's taking me a while to finish writing on account of actually being three mental illnesses in a trenchcoat, so please don't be mad if it takes me a day or two longer pls thank u


  


      

  












      Chapter 6: a new york kind of groove
  


    Chapter Summary

    shane's gaydar: 0
skip: 2



    Chapter Notes

      hello babe oh how I have MISSED YOU come here gimme kissy kissy smoochy smoochy ✨♥️👁️🫦👁️♥️✨

 

one important thing before I leave you to the usual nonsense: thanks to every single one of you for reading, commenting, bookmaking. you have no idea what all of you mean to meeee ♥️

also I swear I'm going to make this all look pretty with coding................. one day.
this chapter contains spoilers for...🕵🏻‍♀️The Secret of the Old Clock (Carolyn Keene, 1930)

👽 Alien (Ridley Scott, 1979)


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Look, we are not unspectacular things.
    We’ve come this far, survived this much. What
would happen if we decided to survive more? To love harder?
What if we stood up with our synapses and flesh and said, No.
     No, to the rising tides.
Stood for the many mute mouths of the sea, of the land?
What would happen if we used our bodies to bargain
for the safety of others, for earth,
              if we declared a clean night, if we stopped being terrified,
if we launched our demands into the sky, made ourselves so big
people could point to us with the arrows they make in their minds,
rolling their trash bins out, after all of this is over?
 
*
(Dead Stars - Ada Limón)



There is one thing Shane has always struggled with, in his extensive search for movies and books that spoke to him with the same effortless clarity as hockey did. 
There is one last scene, one last page, and then—The End. Just like that. 
And like, sure, rationally speaking a movie can't go on forever, and neither can a book—unless you serialize it. But even then, even then the story has to get somewhere at some point, no?
The thing is—he’s always been more interested in what happens after the epilogue. 
Does the hero go on to lead a happy life, now that their trials and tribulations are over? It seems unrealistic, but then again—Luke Skywalker blows up the Death Star and gets a medal. 
That's the story. 
Nobody wants to hear about what happens six months later when he's trying to figure out interplanetary taxes, or about the Coruscant government issuing a warning because his picket fence is five centimeters too tall.
Not a very dignified ending. 
Thankfully, some genres had figured out a workaround.
A lot of procedural media was good because it just kept going on and on and on and on, sometimes way past its prime—nineteen seasons of Criminal Minds and two spin-offs and no real ending in sight despite the heroes being put through the wringer, so Shane could pretend it was okay not to see the part where they carefully clipped coupons out of a magazine and then went to Costco to shop for deals on chicken thighs.
Other genres were absolute hell for Shane's brain and its inability to chill the fuck out.
Sometimes you read something for five-hundred-and-ninety-nine pages, you flip to the next one and it just says:
The End. 
The author lives with their three Pomeranians and budgie Basil in a charming cottage in Muskoka. They have no plans on telling you what happens to Jane and Rochester aside from that one short paragraph you just read. 
Shane was never going to forgive Jackie for making him sit through pages and pages of emotional torment, Victorian yearning, and wives in the attic only for all of this passion to fizzle out at the end.
He was also never going to forgive Jackie for being the reason why Shane now knew about things like fairy courts, curses, and horny Beauty and the Beast retellings. But that's neither here nor there. 
The point is, Shane could not really understand the reason for writing so much pining, angst, love triangles (if the book was particularly uninspired)—pages and pages of emotional edging until the book was thicker than a dictionary, every feeling cresting and cresting and cresting until the main characters suddenly learned the art of communication, said their I love yous… and then nothing.
The End.
What do you mean the end? What happens the day after, the week after, next month? 
Are they still together by Thanksgiving? And which one do they celebrate, Canadian or American? And why the fuck are they celebrating colonization anyway? What about Christmas? Did they do Catholic or Orthodox? Both? Neither? What was the rule?
That's the biggest reason why, despite his best efforts (and sometimes Jackie's), Shane could never really get into a lot of popular titles—he wanted to see the arguments over someone buying the wrong laundry detergent, over someone forgetting to take out the wheelie bin on time. 
What about the real things? What about the in-between? 
Shane lives for those liminal spaces. 
—
Marchant
a ten year old in an Admirals jersey just yelled at me that you're gonna destroy us tonight…
I just wanted a slice of pizza?
his parents laughed at us 🥲


Shane smiles down at his phone, setting down the pile of Poirot novels he was busy unpacking. 


Shane 
On behalf of the Admirals, I apologize for our enthusiastic fan (and parents) haha.
Hope the pizza was worth it ;)


Marchant
it's okay. I like deep dish better anyway 🤫
see you tonight! 
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Shane fires back an emoji in answer and goes back to the box labeled books 1, determined to at least unpack one box before he has to be at practice.
That morning, after finishing The Ruins over breakfast, he'd taken a better tour of his apartment and realized that the odd assortment of little protrusions scattered along the hallway leading to the living area was supposed to be a series of floating bookshelves. So he'd decided to start unpacking something that wasn't necessary for survival (like his veggie spiralizer), and add some more color to the house via book spines instead. 
If he was still in Montreal, he'd normally spend game day reviewing strategies and watching a bunch of the other team's highlights to get in the zone, but his level of understanding of the Admirals' and the Neons’ playbooks wasn't going to change significantly over the course of a few hours, so instead Shane had decided to do something different—which was different in itself.
While he'd never been big on superstition, Shane was really big on routine. 
But the thing is, there was no routine left. 
It had started slowly but steadily unspooling after border crossing, and it was definitely gone by the time he'd reached Manhattan. So maybe it was time for Shane to do things a little different before locking himself in the same prison that had worked pretty well for him up until the point it hadn't. 
Maybe sometimes wheels needed reinventing too.
Or maybe it was just couches. 
—
Shane had a problem. 
Well, to be fair—he had more than just one, but right this second the biggest problem in his life was the unyielding couch in his living room.
For being a piece of furniture that sat in a forty-second floor luxury apartment in Tribeca, it was built for neither performance nor comfort. Not only was it giving him a kink in his back the more time he spent on it, but also scratched at his skin in such a way he had to throw one of his bedsheets over it to avoid feeling like he was being rubbed raw each time his arm accidentally brushed against the cushions. 
He couldn’t have people over—couldn’t have Ilya over—if his couch wasn’t good enough. 
Shane's couch in Montreal had been a big faux-leather four-seater, absolutely perfect for everything: hosting the entire Pike clan, holding all of JJ on the rare occasions when both he and Hayden stayed over, even fitting both him and Ilya whether they were spooning or otherwise occupied. 
It was even easy to keep clean, whether it was Jade drawing a masterpiece on it with markers, Arthur vomiting on it, Hayden spilling barbecue sauce all over it, or he and Ilya just… spilling all over it. 
The only problem with that couch was that it was a sensory nightmare. It made noise at the worst possible times, pulled at Shane’s skin when he was wearing shorts and tank tops (or nothing at all), made him sweat in summer. His designer had chosen it for him, told him it fit the space and the vibe perfectly, and after the fourth or fifth time he had been subjected to the words “the vibes are immaculate,” Shane had given up and let the designer do whatever he wanted. 
This time, though, there was no designer. 



Jackie
Found anything on the furniture sub? Reddit is good for that stuff 


Shane 
Not sure yet, but at least on this page the only poll I’ve seen is about Yankee Candles…
So that’s an improvement. 
What's a good fabric? 



Jackie
Depends… what are you planning on doing on that couch? 
Tell me everything 💅🏻🍸



Shane 
Probably going to have your husband sit on it, and he might hold a bottle of Sriracha while he does. 
 
Jackie
That sounds like a mistake babe 
 
Shane 
What’s your couch made out of?
 
Jackie
Atp probably at least 80% baby vomit and crayola purple pizzaz


Shane 
Oh, the problems you have, when the couch pulls out but the husband doesn’t! 
 
Jackie 
Samantha my angel you dropped this 👑
Hayd is asking why I’m laughing 
What do I tell him 
 
Shane
Tell him you’re watching a highlight reel of his game against the Bears. 
And that his edges suck.
But then run very fast so he doesn’t catch you. 
 
Jackie
On it boo 🫡



He hums to himself, lazily scrolling through the West Elm website and reading a PDF compendium of their fabric choices; there’s a showroom close by in Flatiron, twenty minutes north by subway, so it seems like the perfect place to check out whatever “performance basketweave slub” was—and especially if it was as soft as the reviews online said. 
Shane had a week before Ilya came over to spend the weekend—which meant Shane had a week to drop by the showroom and test both the couch design—a big modular four-piece ottoman chaise sofa that could seat at least four people, or two and a half very stacked hockey players—and whether the fabric threatened to break him out in hives or would potentially give him rug burn. 
And to confirm whether it was actually as easy to clean as MidwestMomma87 on  Reddit claimed. 
—
From an architectural standpoint, Ilya is not so much a liminal space as he is a whole open place.
An entire grand salon with floor-to-ceiling windows, crystal chandeliers, gilded wainscoting and original hard maple parquet, lined with rows and rows of shelves for Shane to peruse, thoughts like books all open for him, ready for his fingers to flit through and marvel at, each one better than the last. 
There is just so much light, inside of this Ilya-shaped space, so much brightness it sometimes hurts Shane’s eyes, making him want to look away and let himself get blinded at the same time—like going towards the sun in slow-motion, without being able to alter the trajectory or avert his gaze.
Was it like this for everyone else, too?
Or was he missing something—was there supposed to be some sort of limit to this, a cordoned-off area inside his chest, solely designated to contain the way he felt? What was it like, for other people? For—for Hayd and Jackie maybe, or for Jane and Rochester—what was it like for them? 
Was it enough to wake up every day secure in the knowledge that yes, you still existed in a world where the other was also present, even if you couldn’t touch him, and feel like that thought alone could carry you through twelve, fourteen more hours of life? 
Was it enough to pick up the phone and whisper a greeting, share a joke, talk about nothing and feel like everything was being said at the same time? Was it enough to know that a thousand people could look at you and see nothing, but all it took was the right person, just one brush of their gaze across your face for you to unfurl like a blossoming flower, all of your best parts immediately rising to the surface clamoring to be seen, to be known, to be understood, to be held?
All the best parts of himself, lying in waiting just for the electric shock of Ilya’s eyes on him, waiting for Ilya to look at Shane and know him, for Shane to sit there and let himself be looked at as he willingly gave more and more of himself to Ilya. 
Was it normal, to feel like a person was your safe space? 
To let yourself be looked at, like you were not fucking terrified of what they might find, to let someone know you, and see the truth in that knowledge, the absolute certainty that yes, all those parts that were rising to the surface—they were enough. That, for once, you were enough as you were.
It scared him, how not scared he was at the thought of Ilya looking at him. 
For sure there would be something that Ilya wouldn’t like looking at, because it was statistically impossible for Ilya to love every single part of Shane, even and especially the ugly ones, but still… it made him feel safe, to know that Ilya had looked, was looking, would continue looking at him, watching as more and more of Shane emerged from the darkness, unafraid to be seen. 
It made him feel known. 
And wasn’t that the whole point? 
—
“Why do I have three-and-a-half hour long call with you from this morning? At four?” Ilya greets him once Shane picks up the call.
He arranges the vase of roses on the edge of the bathtub, then changes his mind and moves it to the windowsill instead; “I called you, remember?”
Ilya makes a confused noise, “I remember you woke me up to talk about… wait, someone died?” 
Shane snorts, “No one died, just Pablo.”
“Florida goalie?”
“Ilya,” he says laughing. 
“What? I don't know other Pablos!”
Shane fiddles with his skincare products, arranging them in a neat row around the sink, “How much did you drink at St. Simon's birthday party?”
There's a moment of silence, then Ilya says, “Okay now you are freaking me out, how do you know I was at Vicky's birthday?”
“Ilya,” he says again with a fondness in his chest that feels way too disproportionate considering the circumstances, “You told me. I called you because I got a bit… uh… invested in The Ruins, and you spoiled the book for me and told me to go back to sleep.”
“Invested means scared, yes?”
“Invested means that when poor Pablo died a horrible, gruesome death I felt I needed emotional support from my… my… Russian?” he finishes lamely. 
Way to go, moron, he thinks. 
“Ah yes. Emotional support Russian. That's me,” Ilya says with a smirk so plain Shane has no trouble hearing it over the phone. “And then what, we talk about Pablo for three hours? I don't remember any of this.”
Shane rips a few petals off the lavender rose and tucks them into the back end of his Oxford Russian dictionary, gently setting the flower in a bud vase that goes on his bedside table.
“No, you told me how the book ended and then fell asleep while I kept reading anyway. You snore, by the way,” he lies. 
Ilya makes an affronted noise, “I do not.”
“Yes you do. Like a chainsaw,” Shane bites his lip to try and stifle the fit of giggles he feels bubbling up in his throat, like he's a twelve year old schoolboy and not a professional athlete in his prime.
“We both know you are little liar, Hollander.”
Shane sniffs haughtily, “Guess you're just gonna have to sleep with me so I can prove it.”
“What has gotten into you today?” Ilya sounds delighted. 
“Probably the fact I haven't slept—since I was, you know, reading the book.”
Ilya laughs, “And you have game tonight!”
Shane's stupid smile is so stupidly big his stupid cheeks are hurting from it, “I do. Maybe I'll call in sick.”
“Shane,” Ilya huffs in between laughter, “Stop, you are killing me. Next you are gonna tell me you forgot team meeting.”
He hums and stage-whispers, “The horror.”
Ilya's laughter follows him around the house like birdsong as Shane moves from one room to the next, leaving vases of red roses in each one.
—
Shane's love affair with mysteries had started when he was seven, and his dad had brought him to the public library on Rideau to get his very own card. 
The librarian had put together a selection of books for him to choose from, books she assured were popular with other kids Shane’s age, but none had seemed interesting enough—not until he'd gotten to The Secret of the Old Clock, a battered copy with the cover half peeled off, and a woman in a green dress on the front. He wasn’t sure if it had been the word ‘secret’ or the vivid green of the dress that had jumped to him, but he was sure of his choice once his dad had explained Nancy Drew was a detective. 
“If you’re careful while you read,” David had said, “You can collect all the clues, and guess who the culprit is before the big reveal at the end.” 
Shane had insisted on using the back of one of his school notebooks to write down information as he found it. Something suspicious someone said, a piece of furniture out of place, the description of an object that sounded a bit funny to him—a little trail of crumbs he could follow all the way home to the last page, where Nancy confirmed his suspicions; the Tophams had hidden Crowley’s original will in the clock. 
He'd been so excited he'd managed to piece all the clues together. 
On the page, everything had made perfect sense in a way subtext and social cues so often didn't, and it had been a revelation for Shane. He'd brought his notebook to the dinner table and spent the entire meal—plus a good part of family movie night—explaining how he'd reached the same conclusion as Nancy, pointing at each sentence in his notebook as proof. 
By Christmas of that same year, every occasion big enough to warrant a gift had included the two most quintessential markers of his life: hockey gear, and a Nancy Drew book. 
When both his coach and his parents started realizing Shane was not just good at hockey, but was the best they’d seen in a long time, his mom had started driving him to Mont-Tremblant—two hours north and then two hours back south every other day for four years—where a renowned figure skating coach had agreed to take Shane in for cross-training.
Nancy had come along then too, and stayed with him through every summer camp in Toronto, every skill clinic in Montreal, every trip to Kingston and Brockville for special sessions and conditioning, a slew of awestruck coaches everywhere telling him that he was the best center they’d seen in a long time, possibly ever—just like Nancy was the best detective there was.  
Shane kept each finished notebook on a shelf, each one a reminder that he was good, so good at understanding how each piece of the puzzle fit together, so good at zooming out and seeing the forest first, and then each individual tree, recognizing them for what they were as if they were old friends. 
Ilya’s guide is both a mystery, a fantasy, a romance, and a non-fiction piece all at once. He treats it with the same reverence he reserves for his first edition of The Secret of the Old Clock. 
As he flips through the pages marked with the red tabs, Shane writes a few ideas down in his new notebook, arranging each of Ilya's wishes into Can Do, Maybe Next Time, and Not For Now. 
His heart had taken to giving a sad, melancholy twinge each time a location had to be filed under the Not For Now category, but there were some things they were likely never going to be able to do in public while being active NHL players, especially not while Ilya was closeted and they were still supposed to hate each other.
Even so, there was still plenty they could do once Ilya visited him the following week—maybe he was getting ahead of himself, maybe in the end they wouldn't really be able to do things like “get an E.M.D.S punchcard at Spring Lounge,” “race the 1.6 miles around the Jackie O Reservoir,” or “canoe along the Gowanus Canal,” because even in a city of 8.5 million people someone was always watching, and they had never really been publicly friends before, so it would be weird for them to be spotted alone in public checking out the Chelsea Market, but still. 
There were eight-point-five million people in New York, 1.64 million in Manhattan alone. 
Wasn't that one of the things people always stereotyped about New York? How you could be surrounded by so many people, and no one gave you a second glance, sometimes indifferent to the point of cruelty? 
I mean, in a city of so many people surely they could stand to wear sunglasses and a ball cap and get a gianduia cone at l’Arte del Gelato to satisfy Ilya’s sweet tooth—and if someone noticed them… well, it wasn't like Shane was gonna blow Ilya in the middle of Times Square, no? It was just gelato. 
Surely not everyone was out there with binoculars, trying to catch Shane Hollander in a compromising position, right? 
No, that was a job reserved solely for teddy bear nanny cams and his former teammates. 
And yeah, if someone spotted them it would probably be weird to see Hollander and Rozanov together off the ice watching the Statue of Liberty from the Staten Island Ferry, but also who the fuck cared? He was a Stanley Cup champion, he was pretty sure he was allowed to exist outside of a rink, and even have a friend or two.
As he flips through the pages, his eyes land on a folded map of New York and the surrounding states, red pins on the map corresponding to day trips one could take to do something fun albeit a bit more involved. 
Shane's finger taps on New York, then traces a line all the way across Connecticut until he gets to Boston, following the names of each major city littered between him and Ilya. 
Uh, he thinks.
—
March 2016 
Saturday, 9:20 a.m.
56 Leonard
New York 



“Good morning, Isaac.” 
“Good morning, mister Hollander,” the doorman says with a slight nod of his head once Shane exits the building. 
“Shane, please,” he tries with a smile, already exhausted from being called Mister Hollander by every single person that works in the building. 
Isaac blinks at him in surprise, “I… will try. Mister Hollander,” he finishes, but his tone is teasing rather than uncomfortable. “Waiting for Miss Francesca again?”
“Ah, no,” he says dejectedly, “Another teammate today. They don't seem to want me to drive myself to practice.” 
The other hums, “Probably wise. New York traffic can be a lot, when one is not used to it.” 
“People keep saying that, but I drove myself all the time in Montreal,” Shane says, sounding for all intents and purposes like a petulant teenager. 
Isaac chuckles, “Yes, but… well. I'm sure Montreal drivers are very nice,” he concludes diplomatically.
Shane had learned to drive from a former colleague of his mom, a Maltese transplant who routinely spent fifty of their allotted sixty-minute lessons cursing at other drivers and pedestrians in a cross between Arabic, Italian, and English—as well as the weirdest Québécois accent he'd ever heard. 
As a result, he’s a bit skeptical. 
Surely even the worst New Yorker with a bad case of road rage can’t be worse than Brad Spiteri screaming, ‘Ma tmurx tieħdu f'għoxx ommok ħabib?’ at a nonagenarian with a walker and two shopping bags who’s taking too long at the zebra crossing next to Place des Arts.
He opens his mouth to explain that he’s not, in fact, a total stranger to people driving like they’re in a getaway car—he did get to practice with Francesca the day before, after all—when an aggressively loud voice reaches him from the curb, “Oi, handsome! Come over, I have candy in the glovebox!” 
Shane and Isaac look at each other for a second. 
“Your ride?” asks Isaac. 
“My ride,” he confirms. 
Once he turns around, Shane is… surprised. 
He’d imagined Drake drove some sort of muscle car, or maybe a sedan, an SUV, not a—a tin can. 
What the fuck is a Seat Marbella? he thinks, glancing at the rear of the car with a frown. “Um,” he says, approaching the open window. “Hello.” 
“Hello, if you want to put your bag in the trunk you need to kick it a couple of times first. Gets stuck all the time. Or you can put it in the back,” Drake motions at the backseat with his thumb, where his own practice duffel sits alongside an assortment of crinkled blue IKEA bags full of empty glass bottles and pampas grass.
Shane nods, “Sure thing,” and then spends a full minute pleading with the front seat to fold forward before finally managing to wedge his practice bag on the floor, which is littered  with old parking tickets and twelve identical takeaway menus for a place in Brooklyn called Jones Barbecue & Foot Massage. 
“Sorry about the car,” Drake says with a self-conscious smile as Shane does his best to make himself small enough to fit all of his 6’1’’, 200 lbs self into the front seat, “Elena took the Lexus to New Orleans, so I’m stuck with the coffeemaker until she gets back.”
“It’s no problem,” he waves Isaac goodbye before the car lurches forward with a whine. “Uh, are we gonna make it?” he asks with a raised eyebrow. 
“Of course we are,” Drake says; “This car is a beast, trust me bro,” he winks.
As Drake gives a loving pat to the dashboard, four icons start blinking red. Drake frowns, then slams his hand on the dashboard until the icons switch off.
“Here we go,” he says, flooring the gas and causing the Marbella to neigh like a horse. Drake woops, and then they’re off. 
—
Maybe—maybe he really had been ashamed of himself at some point. 
Probably. 
Almost surely. 
Shane had been raised somewhat Protestant, but maybe "Catholic guilt" as a concept had been falsely advertised, given that shame seemed to get passed around regardless of denomination.
And it wasn't as if growing up in Ontario had magically erased the ugliness. People still said things. People still looked at you differently. Some lessons got under your skin whether you wanted them to or not.
It had taken Shane a long while to come to terms with that part of him, and having it revealed to the world so brutally, against his will… yeah, that hadn’t been great by any stretch of imagination. 
But the thing he hated the most, about getting outed like that, what had made his stomach twist up in knots and his eyes burn hot with shameful tears—was how vulnerable he’d been. 
He’d spent a lifetime struggling to come to term with the disconnect between what he felt and what he was able to show, and he’d been made fun of so many times throughout his life, called a robot, unsociable, tin man, talked down by people who took one look at him and thought they had him all figured out, instructed by his parents to conform and smile, wear a polite expression at all times, so that it would be harder to point at him and wonder. 
By now, Shane was able to fully relax and be himself only around a scant handful of people who he knew were safe and wouldn’t judge him, or find him weird and off-putting.
It made him sick to his stomach to know that now the entire world had access to that version of him, to the Shane who panicked and cried and hugged his best friend like a lifeline. It wasn’t—he didn’t think it was because of some misplaced sense of masculine pride, not really, it was more like—that Shane, the one crying in Hayden's arms, wasn't supposed to belong to anyone but Hayden. 
And someone had taken that away from him—Comeau had taken that away from him, packaging it into a conveniently bite-sized video ready for public consumption, turning one of the most private and load-bearing parts of Shane into content, and he hated Comeau for it. 
For the violation, and for the fact that once again being perceived had resulted in being misunderstood and made fun of. 
He knew what people were saying online—a day after the leak he’d checked Twitter for about two minutes, even after Tiên and Farah told him not to, had seen a bunch of slurs and a disgusting hashtag that was trending in North America and had tapped out, deleting Twitter off this phone. 
It was mortifying to have people look at you, at the real you, and understand absolutely nothing. 
—
“... and it kinda makes you wonder, what’s the vibe in the Admirals’ locker room, right now? Mike, you played hockey—would you feel comfortable in the same showers as Hollander? As gay Hollander?”
“Well, Ted, one thing I know for sure; I’d be very careful not to drop the soap.” 
Drake cuts the radio off as the Man in the Crease podcaster duo laughs hysterically, as if they’re not the fiftieth people to make that joke that week alone. Shane has heard it so many times throughout the years, it doesn’t even faze him anymore.  
“That’s some bullshit,” Drake says, “Pretty sure you were queer all along, and I ain’t heard of you—assaulting anyone in the showers or anything.” 
“Yes, Nate, that would be a bad thing to do,” Shane deadpans.
Drake snorts, “Fuck off, man, I’m just saying. They're just dumb fucks.”
He shifts in his seat, angling his body so he’s looking out the window at 8.5 million people going about their business, each with their own lives, their own problems, only a small subsection of them wondering whether locker rooms are safe in the wake of Shane Hollander being revealed as gay.
He hadn’t yet decided if the thought was comforting or absolutely terrifying.  
“Shane?” Drake asks, tentative. 
“Nate?”
“Is ‘queer’ homophobic? ‘Cos like, we used to say it all the time in Toronto. I don’t want to, like, offend you or anyone else.” 
Shane is many things, but finely attuned to the preferred vocabulary of the LGBTQ+ community is not one of them. He blinks, “Uh, I—I don’t know?”
“Oh. Thought you might. Maybe I’ll ask my wife?” he says with a shrug. “Hey Siri, text Elena—babe, is it queer to say homophobic? I mean, shit—Siri, don't send that.”
Shane snickers, “Oh my god, Drake. Give me that,” he says, grabbing the other’s phone off the dashboard and waiting for Drake to unlock it with his thumb. 
He navigates through Drake’s message threads until he finds the one for ‘Elena 🥵🍆💦,’ resolutely ignores the last sent message—a picture that looks suspiciously dick-shaped even from the thumbnail—and types out ‘Babe, is it homophobic to say: “queer”?’ 
The response takes less than ten seconds to arrive, ‘I don’t know, but whatever you do DO NOT ask Hollander that. He is not your gay guru, no matter how much you want him to be.’
He bites his lip, trying not to laugh about the idea of being anyone’s gay guru, whatever that is supposed to be; “She says she doesn’t know.” 
“Damn,” Drake says, and takes exit 9 towards Tarrytown, fiddling with the radio frequencies until he lands on a tune he likes, “Uuuuuuh, gotta love Blake Shelton,” he says as he starts tip-tap-tapping on the steering wheel along with the melody.   
Shane looks at him, thinks about how Drake had offered to carpool since he was also living in Manhattan, and feels a sudden dull ache beneath his ribs. He fishes his own phone out of his pocket, and opens iMessage. 


Shane
I’m cheating on you with Nathan Drake. 



Hayd
He wasn’t even in the poll????
I bet he doesn’t have a wife and 3 kids
 
Shane
He has a wife. 
 
Hayd
but no kids? See? I’m still winning 😎



Shane smiles, and listens to Drake completely butcher whatever country song is playing on the radio, the Marbella’s engine rattling along comfortably as cars keep speeding past them in a cacophony of honks.
—
On the way back from practice, Shane spots a lone McDonald’s with a huge parking lot, and forces Drake to take the next exit so they can drive back up the turnpike and make use of the drive thru. 
From his foray into Google the night before, Shane had learned that this week McDonald’s offered two colors of Furby Connect as Happy Meal toys; Ilya already had the rare black one, but not the orange one. 
Drake looks at him curiously when, instead of focusing on the food in his lap, Shane drops his nuggets and fries back in the carton Happy Meal box and hands it to Drake, clutching at the orange Furby instead.
“Uh,” Shane says, “A friend of mine collects them.” 
The other shrugs, “I share a room with Bobsy when we’re on the road. He’s obsessed with fish. His house is like fucking SeaWorld. Once when we were in Chicago he took me to PetCo to get some sort of snake eel thing they were keeping for him… he drove back to New York because he didn’t want the fish to be sick on the plane… nothing is weird anymore.”
Shane tries to sit the toy on his knee, but it keeps wobbling and falling over, so in the end he gives up and just holds it in his hand as he takes a picture for Ilya.



Shane
Thought your toy might get lonely, so I got him a friend.
 
Ilya 
HER name is anya
her little card says she is full of cute little sneezes
 
Shane
Sorry, I got HER a friend. 
Anya is a cute name, did you choose it? This one’s card doesn’t give them a name... 
But it does say they are always ready to show off super slick dance moves :’) 
 
Ilya
yes i chose. there is an app for them
his name is dima now
thank you for getting anya a friend 
 
Shane
Anytime 



When he puts his phone away, Shane notices Drake is three nuggets deep into his Happy Meal, and has already finished the fries; “Do you mind if we go again and get more? I love chicken nuggets,” Drake says. 
Shane smiles, “For sure.” 
“Do you want another Happy Meal? Different toy maybe?” 
“No, it’s okay—my friend already has the other one, and I don’t really like McDonald’s,” he concludes, knowing it’s a sentence that’s probably going to elicit some questions, or at the very least some good-natured chirping. 
“Ah, I see,” says Drake instead. He does it with complete conviction, as if he really does see, and what he sees is okay, and doesn’t require a single follow-up question on his part. 
And isn’t that a bit of a mindfuck?  
—
It’s crazy, right? 
A crazy idea? 
He can’t—well, technically he can, his financial advisor even said it was smart, that diversifying their portfolio was what smart rich people did, and Shane was rich and presumably smart, so—so it would be a good idea.  
But… what if he’s not smart? What if he’s just rich and therefore unaccustomed to the way normal people do things, so he’s not being smart, he’s just being absolutely unhinged? Normal people probably talked before—well. Before doing something like this. 
What had his parents done? Probably not this. Knowing his parents, they’d probably spent several months—if not years—discussing the topic before making a collective effort towards reaching their goal. 
But his parents weren’t… well, Shane wouldn’t say rich, not exactly, because growing up Shane had never wanted for anything, and both his mom and dad had cushy jobs even before Yuna transitioned to Sports Management and David started investing, but still… they didn't really have Shane Hollander “fuck you” money, like Jackie called it. 
Plus, the circumstances were completely different—comparing the two situations made absolutely no sense. So, no point in even thinking about what his parents had done. 
Shane's perspective on the whole thing was… well. It couldn't be such a stupid idea—it was actually very practical, if you thought about it. Like, what were they gonna do, spend the rest of their lives booking hotel rooms across the 350 km between New York and Boston?
That was crazy, not his idea. 
So maybe he could… yeah. Shane could set everything in motion and explain afterwards. Deal with the fallout later if Ilya thought he’d completely lost his mind. That seemed like the smart, practical thing to do. 
Shane sets down his copy of The Tommyknockers, and starts googling. 
—
March 2016
Saturday, 6:35 p.m.
Madison Square Garden
New York 



Shane is tracing lazy figure-eights through the neutral zone when a voice calls him from the center red line, “Hey Shane!”
He looks up to find Marchant almost skating over the line and shooting the ref an apology in the form of two open palms. 
Shane smiles, veering towards center ice and taking off his glove as he goes. At the red line, he shakes Marchant’s hand and gives the ref a little thumbs up of acknowledgement. The ref seems pacified enough by Shane’s easy demeanor, and decides to leave them alone.
“Hey Drew, how are you doing? How's your wife?”
“All good, she's actually here with her sister tonight,” he says, turning towards the lower bowl and squinting to try and figure out where his wife is sitting. “My sister-in-law has never been to New York before. And she's a Matti Jalo fan.”
Shane chuckles, “Yeah there's a lot of those,” he says pointing to a section of the stands that's filled with people wearing matching t-shirts of Jalo’s face and an impressive number of signs that read things like Nutty 4 Matti.
Marchant chuckles, “Alrighty then, good for Jalo.”
“What's good for me?” says Jalo, stopping next to Shane with a spray of ice and cocking his head. 
Shane points at the stands again, waving a little for the cameras once he sees they’re on the jumbotron, “Your fanclub.”
Matti immediately brightens up, taking off his helmet as he waves at the crowd and bows like he's an English royal. “Oh I love those guys—do you know they make monthly donations to charities I support? Like, every fucking month their Prez emails me and asks me where to send the money! Hang on, I'm gonna go hand out some sticks,” he finishes, skating back towards the bench to speak to one of their assistant coaches. 
“You know,” Marchant says, “I was kinda skeptical about asking if he could meet my sister-in-law because she's fifteen, but he seems pretty cool for a gigantic refrigerator.”
Shane nods, “He's a good guy. I can ask him to stay a while after the game, so you and your family can meet him?” 
“That would—uh oh,” Marchant says with a worried expression, looking at something behind Shane and slowly inching backwards.  
Before Shane can turn to see what has Marchant so worried, he feels a hand on his shoulder, and another solid presence at his other side.
“Hey guys,” he says to Hunter and Vaughn, “This is Drew. Marchant. Well, you know that. Anyway,” he finishes with a sigh.  
Marchant does a little hand wave, “Hello. Just talking to Shane here, no funny business.”
Shane frowns, not sure of what he means. Marchant and Hunter seem to come to some sort of understanding, though, and the hand on Shane's shoulder disappears and reappears instead in front of Marchant, poised for a handshake. 
“Hey,” says Vaughny, “Why don't you join us for a couple of drinks after the game? We planned a little evening for Shane and his friends,” he adds, wiggling his eyebrows at Shane. 
Oh no, Shane thinks, anything but the little evening, please. 
“What did you plan?” He asks, hoping to sound excited rather than terrified. 
Hunter makes a solemn face, “Secret plans. You don't get to know until it's too late for you to run.”
“Fucking hell,” Shane groans, but feels a little flicker of tenderness inside, some tiny little kernel of contentment at the thought of his teammates planning a secret night out for him, even though Shane hates forced socialization and was already planning on asking Ilya if he wanted to spend both of their post-game nights using Skype in a way that probably violated Microsoft T&Cs. 
“Now go away so we can tell Marchant here where to meet us,” Vaughny says as he pushes Shane towards the bench with enough force that the momentum slides him backwards on the ice. 
“Fine,” Shane says, long suffering, and then goes back to skating figure-eights closer and closer towards Drake and Robinson, who pelt him with their gloves as he makes a nuisance of himself by skating literal circles around the two. 
—
What do you do with the parts of you that normally stay hidden, once you don't have to hide them anymore? Are you supposed to keep them in storage somehow, still tucked away in a dark drawer despite the fact that everyone now has seen them? 
What's the point? 
There is so much of him that he's worked on keeping safe and hidden for years, so many tiny shards of Shane that he spirited away and organized into neat little piles inside himself, guarding his hoard every day for years until the leak had rendered his moat and drawbridge and crocodiles completely useless. 
Maybe it's better to let some things go—maybe there's only a limited number of secrets you can keep in your dark corners. So, once some reach the light, it might actually be beneficial to do a little spring cleaning instead of holding on to empties. 
It's not so easy to do, obviously, but there really is no point in trying to stop the rising tide by erecting walls of cotton candy, is there? In pretending he's something he's not. Besides—he'd told himself, hadn't he? After years of trying, he'd promised himself no more, just accept that you know yourself and try to live with it. 
And now everyone else knew as well.
So what was he supposed to do now with all these things he kept inside? Let them go, just like that? Years of hiding, masking, pretending, ignoring… was he supposed to just let them all go and pretend they hadn’t happened, that they hadn’t marked him, scratched down to the bone? 
What was he so afraid of, anyway? 
Being perceived wrong, or discovering that, if he was brave enough to let himself stand in the light, being perceived wasn't the catastrophe he'd spent years preparing for? 
Either way, it was stupid to think he could continue keeping Hollander and Shane in separate boxes—it wasn't gonna happen. Media circus is going to follow you, Ilya had told him, and Shane knew he was right. 
Shane could play the best hockey of his life, every single game until he retired, but people were always going to ask, were always going to try to push him into corners just to see how good he was at getting out of them—if at all.
What was the point of carting around all this luggage, anyway? Wasn’t it just a bunch of empty suitcases at this point? Or was he still so ashamed of himself that he would rather deflect than publicly accept the truth—accept himself? 
He thinks of his teammates openly acknowledging him without scorn or expectations, of Marchant reaching out to talk to him like a human being instead of a circus freak, of Hayden, Jackie, of his parents. 
It's kinda funny to think about, but in a sense it’s almost as if all of this has brought them all closer, rather than digging the moats deeper, adding mounted archers and barbed wire along the banks. 
He thinks of Ilya and the way he holds him, and kisses him, and the way his voice had sounded when he'd said I love you, like it was the most beautiful thing he’d ever said. 
He hadn't felt ashamed then. 
He had felt cared for, precious. Loved. 
Was that so bad?
What if the scariest thing is not saying something out loud, but keeping it hidden until the words won't come out instead, pushing it deeper and deeper down your throat until you forget how to say it?
He sits at the long press table, watching journalists almost froth at the mouth as each tries to be the first one who gets to ask post-outing Shane Hollander a question. He takes a deep breath,  and lets his shame float away—as much as he can in the few seconds before the media scrum starts. He just—loosens his death grip and lets it go like you would a kite during a windy day. 
Shane is many things, a lot of which are still nestled away in the dark for all intents and purposes—but he is not ashamed, not of this.  
—
“Hollander, it's no secret you've been going through a tough time in your personal life recently. Has that impacted your emotional state? And if so, how?”
Shane blinks, waiting for further clarification, or at the very least a followup question. 
The journalist just keeps staring at him instead, his expression even a touch smug as if he hasn't just asked Shane the dumbest fucking thing he has heard all season—and that includes a reporter from Sportsnet back in January asking if he was happy Montreal had been on a 7-games winning streak.
Someone in the room clears their throat. A reporter in the front row scratches the plaque off his incisors with the cap of his bic.
Shane takes a deep breath, and reinvents the wheel by saying what he thinks. 
“I'm sorry,” he says, “Does that turn back into hockey somehow or are you just asking if I think getting forcibly outed has upset me?”
Next to him, Vaughny snorts and tries to cover it up with a cough. Hunter doesn't bother with the cough, just chuckles and takes a sip of Gatorade. 
Outside the press room, the world is still presumably spinning, still a ball of rocks hurtling through space as it’s held together by spite, string, and gravitational pull. 
When he looks up at Juniper, the Admirals’ Media Relations Manager, Shane finds her a few shades paler than before, but she's giving him a tentative thumbs up anyway, so he figures it can’t be that bad.  
The room is so quiet Shane could probably hear a pin drop, and the journalist is still looking at Shane like he thinks he just asked the most Pulitzer-worthy question of his career. 
“Has it been difficult for you to come to terms with how everything unfolded?”
“One question per person, please,” Juniper reminds the room in her pleasant southern twang. 
Shane blinks again, trying his best to sound normal instead of condescending, and probably landing somewhere in the middle, “Yes, having my sexuality outed to the masses via leaked video has been pretty upsetting,” he says, because what else can he say? “Another thing that was upsetting was breaking my favorite stick tonight after being checked by Burke. Their defense was open, I was gonna score. But, well. Stick. Um.”
“Yeah,” chimes in Vaughny, “Real tragedy. Only three goals. Tough night for Shane.”
Next to him, Hunter chuckles, “We can still send him back if you're not satisfied. I think the warranty is still valid.”
Shane rolls eyes, but there's a small smile playing on his lips as he asks; “Next question?”
“Please make it a good one,” Huff adds with a tired drawl, making the reporters chuckle.
An MSG Network journalist from the middle of the room gets her turn, "Hollander—you spent six seasons in Montreal. Was there anything about New York's offensive structure that surprised you once you got into a game situation, and how can you expect this to change your play?”
Shane raises his eyebrows and sits up a little straighter, “That is a good one,” he says. "Honestly, yes, there were some surprises that immediately jumped at me—but I just got here yesterday. We play a little faster than Montreal did, and there are definitely some reads I'm gonna have to get used to. Ask me again next week and I'll probably have a better answer.”
She nods and sits back down, typing something on her phone. 
“Hunter,” starts another journalist from the front row.
“Hey Pat,” says Hunter, acknowledging him with a smile.
“Hey. Great game tonight, by the way—my question is, how has the addition of Hollander to the roster impacted the Admirals' chances to win the cup this season?”
The world still spins. 
The room moves on. 
—
March 2016
Saturday, 11:47 p.m.
Somewhere in Greenwich Village
(“Dude, it’s just ‘the Village,’ like the movie.”
“What movie?”
“... nevermind, just keep walking.”)
Somewhere in the Village
New York



“Ta-daaaaa!” says Vaughny with a flourish once they reach their destination. 
Kingfisher, reads the neon sign above the door, and then below it a smaller ‘Closed for Private Event,’ handwritten one taped to the glass door from the inside. A big Pride flag is draped across the second window, and if he squints, through the translucent folds Shane can see a lot of people are already inside. 
Like, a lot of people. 
He sighs, mentally steeling himself and his social battery for what’s about to come. 
“You look like you’re about to go to war,” Vaughny says with a smile, but it’s kind so Shane doesn’t feel too self-conscious as the other ushers him in with a “Chop chop, Shanebug.” 
Inside, the decor is pretty normal—leaning more towards cozy neighborhood pub rather than fancy club with privé. There's a bunch of random pride flag stickers strewn about, sticking to tables and to the decorative phone booth in the corner. Another big Pride flag hangs behind the bar, where a ridiculously blond and peppy bartender is mixing drinks as he laughs with Benny and Miller. 
Shane gets the message. 
Propped beside the entrance there’s a blackboard that reads, “Welcome to New York, Hollander!” with a giant 24 drawn in red chalk. “All hockey-themed drinks 50% off,” the blackboard also informs him, and next to it there’s a smaller one listing a series of drinks named after himself and his teammates. 
“Uh, there’s a cocktail named after me?” Shane asks.
“There’s a cocktail named after most of the Admirals,” says a dark-haired guy as he approaches them with a sweet smile and an outstretched hand. “You should try the Scott Hunter,” he adds with a wink. 
Shane shakes the stranger’s hand as Hunter blushes slightly, rubbing the back of his neck self-consciously; “This is Kip, my, ah… friend…?” he continues with a frown, as if he’d meant to say something else but took a wrong turn and landed at a different location instead. 
“Nice to meet you,” Kip says without missing a beat. “Kyle—the other bartender—created all the themed cocktails. You should definitely let him know what you want, he’s a wizard,” he gestures towards the bar, where the blond bartender is busy spearing an olive with a pink umbrella and dropping it into a tall glass. 
 “Uh—I will, thank you.” 
Shane lets Kip take Hunter away, and when he turns towards Vaughny, he’s scanning the crowd. His frown turns into a brilliant smile as he finds what he’s looking for and starts waving animatedly. 
“You can go,” Shane says as he follows Vaughny’s sightline all the way to a brunette woman who’s returning the other’s wave with a big smile of her own. 
“I’m not gonna leave–”
“Go,” Shane says again, pushing Vaughn towards the middle of the bar, and towards what he assumes is his girlfriend. Vaughny shoots him a grateful smile, and bridges the remaining distance between him and the woman, picking her up and spinning her around before smacking a bunch of kisses on her face as she laughs and kicks her feet in the air. 
That’s nice, Shane thinks, rubbing his knuckles against his sternum to stave off the dull ache he suddenly feels there. He clears his throats and looks away with one last glance at Vaughn and his girlfriend, who is now holding his face in her hands and booping his nose with a kiss. That’s really nice, he thinks again. 
Shane tells himself to stop thinking of Ilya. 
He needs to move his legs and mingle, meet people. Circulate. Be a sociable adult with unrivaled social skills, instead of—well, himself. 
These are his teammates and their loved ones—he needs to make an effort, even a small one is enough. He doesn’t have to immediately learn everyone’s names and stories, he can just—go up to people, say ‘Hi, my name is Shane, nice to meet you,’ and listen to what they say back, and hopefully take it from there in a way that doesn’t make him look closed-off or standoffish, so that maybe this time around people will care about him enough not to fuck up his entire existence over a four-minute nanny cam video. 
Shane looks at the various clusters of people, and immediately veers off towards the quiet of the bar instead. 
Maybe he can stay an hour and then leave. Is an hour enough time to make sure he doesn’t come off as ungrateful? Or should he–
“You’re here!” 
In a second, a whirlwind of blondish waves and fruity perfume envelops him in a hug. 
When he manages to regain possession of his limbs, a really pretty girl with huge blue eyes is staring at him and smiling like Christmas came early, and Shane was on top of her list for Santa. 
She’s familiar, for sure—he knows he's seen her somewhere, but he can't seem to be able to place her. Maybe a popstar?
“Sorry I'm crashing your party,” she says, swaying on her feet a little as she leans in conspiratorially, “But I was at the game with Gloria, and she told me the guys had this thing planned for you… I just could not resist meeting one of my favorite players.”
Shane frowns, looking in the general direction of where Gloria—whoever that is—is supposed to be according to the not-quite-stranger’s hand wave. 
Oh, Shane thinks as his eyes land once again on Vaughny and the brunette from before. He actually remembers Carter talking about doing long distance with his girlfriend because she lived in LA and was an actress and—oh, he thinks again. 
“Rose Landry,” he says, looking back at the woman in his arms. 
Shane knew he'd recognized her from somewhere—Jackie had made him watch X-Squad First Session about ten times when it came out, she was so obsessed with it. 
On her part, Rose looks horrified for a second, “Oh my god! I'm so sorry, I didn't even introduce myself—my publicist always says I shouldn't because it makes me look like I'm insecure, but I didn't realize you didn't know me—wait that sounds so conceited, I'm–”
Shane has never been a huge fan of tipsy or drunk people, but she sounds so earnest he can feel the smile splitting his face in two before he even processes he's smiling at all.
“That's okay,” he says, “I'm sorry I didn't immediately recognize you—I’m not so good with, like,” he makes a vague hand gesture, “Faces.”
She pats his arm, “Nonsense. Come on, let's get you a drink—the Shane Hollander is really good, just like the original,” she teases as they both get close to the bar.
He watches Rose struggle to climb the stool for a few seconds before biting his lips and picking her up instead, all but sitting her on the stool himself. “Here you go,” he says with a smile, kinda feeling the same way he feels when he helps Jackie sit Arthur at the table for meals. 
“Strong,” she says with an eyebrow wiggle, and then makes grabby hands at Kyle as he stops in front of them with a laminated drink menu. 
“Man of the hour,” Kyle says with a grin and a nod. 
“Just Shane,” he smiles, picking up the menu and holding it in the space between him and Rose so they can both look at the same time. 
Shane isn't really a drinker, so he's not really sure what many of the combinations would taste like. The Shane Hollander seems to contain jasmine tea-infused gin, fresh lime juice, yuzu purée, cinnamon syrup, sake, and rose bitters. He thinks it might be too sweet for him, but the thought of just asking for a ginger ale without even taking a sip of his own cocktail sounds infinitely rude, so he orders a Shane Hollander instead.
Rose wiggles in her seat, moving closer so she can quickly scan the menu, “Mmm… Kyle, what's something that won't completely destroy me? I have a 3 a.m. flight, it's my last drink.”
Judging by the way she's sort of swaying in place, even while sitting down, Shane thinks that's probably a good idea. 
Kyle cocks his head, tapping a finger against his lips as he considers the option, “The Orlov is pretty innocuous.”
“Sold,” she says, turning back towards Shane with another smile; “So, hat trick, huh?” she slaps his bicep before grabbing it instead and squeezing a couple of times.
“Oh. Strong,” she says again reverently before shaking her head and withdrawing her hand,  “Oh my god, sorry. I'm a monster. Arms are, like, my thing. My ex was an absolute clown, but boy… arms like tree trunks on that guy. Anyway, Hockey.”
Shane rubs the side of his nose and forces himself to neither blush nor think about how he and Rose seem to have at least one thing in common already; “Yeah, it's been a good game. Thank you for coming,” he adds. 
“Of course! I actually have season tickets for the Frontiers, the Canadairs, and the Royals,” she counts each team off her fingers, “But I always watch New York when I'm with Gloria. She's like, in love with one of them or something,” Rose says with a wink. 
Kyle gently slides a tumbler in front of both of them, and then goes to the other side of the bar to chat with Benny. 
The drink is… surprisingly good, refreshing and a bit zingy, not sweet at all. He can't taste the alcohol in it, which probably means he should finish the glass and then immediately switch to water unless he wants to make a fool of himself in public. 
“Oooh, I love Midori,” says Rose, smacking her lips in approval and downing half her violently green cocktail with a single sip.
Shane hums in response. He's pretty sure he's never tried Midori before, not unless it was in some cocktail Hayd or JJ had subjected him to throughout the years. 
He folds the thought in half like a napkin and shuffles it to the back of the queue, choosing instead to say, “So, you like hockey?”
Rose smiles, one of those smiles that light up a room, and remind Shane of Ilya. Maybe he could ask Kyle to switch from Dodos VS Voyageurs to Bears VS Storms, since no one in the bar really seemed to be interested in the television mounted next to the liquor bottles. 
“Yeah, I'm from Minnesota, hockey was aaaall we played and watched growing up. I feel like I've been following your career for half my life!” Rose plays with the green umbrella in her drink, following Shane's gaze to the television, where Comeau—newly minted captain—shakes hands with the Dodos’ captain post-game. “I hope it's okay to say but—I’m kinda glad you're not in Montreal anymore? I don't think they're a good team for you. No offense.”
He's not offended per se, not really. Just… disheartened. The Voyageurs clearly hadn't been the right team for him. Comeau being made captain over JJ was just one more reminder of that. He hadn't understood how wrong things actually were until very recently, and it still stung even if he tried hard to pretend it didn't. 
“None taken,” he says with a shrug, because it's not like he can unpack his grief like that with what essentially amounts to a stranger. “Tell me about yourself,” he says instead. “You have an early flight you said? Work or just pleasure?”
“Ah, yes,” she says with a bit of a sad smile, “I’m actually expected in Montreal myself tomorrow morning… to shoot another X-Squad,” she finishes with a pout.
“Oh, I’m… sorry?” he tries.
Rose shrugs, “It’s okay. They’re popular films, the first one paid for my parents’ house back in Duluth, but they’re kinda like…” she taps her fingers on the bar, her red nails making almost no noise against the sticky surface. “Sometimes it kinda feels like all they want me to do is just sit there and look pretty, you know? I tell them; Allure wouldn’t do that, she would do this—Allure is my character, by the way—and they just look at me like I should shut up and push out my tits more instead.”
There's a brief pause during which they both look at each other in embarrassed silence. 
“Uh,” Rose says, taking a deep breath and staring down at her drink suspiciously. “This thing isn’t light at all,” she says.
Shane signals Kyle to bring over some water, and then says, “That sounds really frustrating, I’m sorry.” 
“It’s okay. It’s like, first world problems, I know.” She takes the glass from Kyle and starts chugging, wiggling happily in her seat, “This is good, what’s in this one?” 
Shane shoots Kyle a panicked look, and the other hums, “Yeah, okay, one double espresso coming up.”  
He pushes another glass of water in Rose’s hands, and thinks for a little about what he would like to hear if the roles were reversed. 
“Wanting to be listened to, and taken seriously, and—and seen while you're working very hard… I don’t think it’s first world problems,” he says with a shrug. “She’s your character, you know her best. They should listen to you, at the very least.” 
Rose drops her head against the bar, forehead landing on a peanut shell, and smiles up at Shane with a fondness he doesn’t think he’s really earned yet, but she's quite drunk by this point so maybe it's just the alcohol making her overly affectionate. He finds he doesn’t really mind either way. 
Rose pats his knee, and says, “Next time I’m in New York, we should go shopping. It's gonna be fun, you’ll see.” 
“Uh,” he says, thinking that he’d rather do literally anything else, even though he wouldn't mind seeing Rose again, “I’m not—I know I’m gay but I’m not like, a good gay, like I'm not—gay best friend material,” he concludes.
She chuckles, “You're lucky Miles isn't here. If he heard you say ‘I’m not a good gay’ he’d yell at you. I just want to take you shopping for clothes, Shane,” she says. “You desperately need it.” 
Rose looks so serious as she roasts Shane’s—admittedly non-existent—fashion sense, that he forgets to feel even a little bit offended, and just laughs instead, “Yeah, okay, point taken.”
Kyle comes up to them again, holding a cup of espresso and a full fresh pot of regular American sludge, “Coffee for Katniss Everdeen, all the way from The Capitol,” he says, then disappears again once Shane gives him a grateful thumbs up. 
“Oh,” Rose says, “Is this one with Kahlúa?”
Shane smiles, and stops her with a hand on her waist as she almost slides off the barstool.  
—
After Rose leaves, Shane finds enough (liquid) courage to ask Kyle to switch channels, and gets lost in the highlights of Bears VS Storms for a while. 
He watches Ilya slapshot a puck into the net so fast that the camera actually drags for a second, almost missing the goal itself. On screen, Ilya slides along the ice on one knee, using his stick as a sniper rifle and aiming it at Marleau, who puts a hand against his chest and pretends to get shot, falling back on his ass. 
Shane chuckles, shaking his head and marveling at how the person on the screen is the same person who now owns a grand total of two Furbys, and holds Shane like he's the one good thing in his life, like being there for Shane is the easiest thing he's ever done. 
Is this what happens, after the end credits roll? 
You sit at a bar and watch hockey highlights while drinking a cocktail named after you? You let people come up to you and introduce their wives and girlfriends, like you are someone worth introducing them to, someone who matters?
It felt a little too easy, but maybe—maybe easy could be good, right? 
It's not like he'd had a lot of that in his life. 
So maybe it was okay just take it as it was, for once.
—
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“... and he just kept coming back to the club,” Savannah Marchant laughs, looking fondly at her husband. “The bouncers had a bet running on how long it would take him to build up courage to actually talk to me,” she adds with a teasing smile. 
Marchant rubs a hand on his face, “Baby, please,” then tries to hide his blush behind his beer, “I spent so much money on private dances because I couldn’t figure out how to ask her out for coffee,” he tells Shane with an embarrassed smile. 
“Four months rent in two weeks,” she says proudly. “That’s insane, Drew. Insane. And then he goes and proposes after a month. At the Lost River Cave, with butterflies floating all around at sunset. I loved it, obviously,” she says, showing Shane her left hand, where a rock the size of a puck sits on her ring finger. 
Drake whistles, “Damn, girl, that’s fucking huge,” he says, grabbing Savannah’s hand and twisting it this and that way to look at her engagement ring from every possible angle.
“Is that a yellow diamond or a topaz?” Drake asks, bringing the ring so close to his face as he tries to figure it out that he goes cross-eyed for a second.
His wife Elena rolls her eyes, grabbing his wrist and shaking it until Drake drops Savannah’s hand; “Either way,” she says, “It’s gorgeous. And your proposal sounds very romantic,” she concludes with a smile. 
“Yellow diamond,” Savannah says once she manages to regain ownership of her hand, “And thank you! I think so too,” she says with a smile to Marchant, who winks back at her. 
Drake is surreptitiously looking at his wife’s engagement ring as if it has personally wronged him. “I need to buy you a bigger one,” he grumbles. 
Elena groans, “Not this again, Nate—this is fine, you know I don’t like jewelry anyway,” she says. 
Despite Ilya’s best attempts, Shane is by no means a jewelry expert, but he thinks Elena’s ring also looks very nice—in a much quieter, more subdued way, but nice nonetheless. 
“And what about you?” Says Savannah, tilting her head in Shane’s direction. Her red curls fall onto her shoulder, and Marchant reaches out, rubbing a lock of hair between his fingers before tucking it behind her ear. 
Shane looks away from the gesture, and the pang of longing it’s caused him, the phantom sensation of Ilya’s own curls making his fingertips tingle. “What about me?”
“No engagement rings in sight?” She asks with a smile that looks genuine rather than mocking.
He’s pretty sure he’s blushing, but the Kingfisher’s lighting is suffused enough they probably can’t tell. Shane doesn’t even know if Ilya is his boyfriend, he’s not really ready to—to think about— 
“Ah, no. Not for now,” he surprises himself saying, and takes a sip of his second Shane Hollander of the night to disguise his reaction. He’d taken a water break in between drinks, and thought he’d just switch to ginger ale after the first glass, but found himself asking for another cocktail once Kyle had smiled at him expectantly. 
“Do you even have a boyfriend?” Drake pipes up, “Because my–”
“Nate, leave the man alone,” Elena finishes before spearing a chunk of pineapple off the rim of her husband’s piña colada. 
Drake frowns, “You don’t even know what I was gonna–”
“I’m pretty sure Sports Illustrated’s hottest hockey player of the year can find himself a boyfriend without you needing to peddle your brother like you’re trying to place a stolen Ming vase,” she arches an eyebrow, daring her husband to dissent. 
Drake’s mouth clicks shut. 
When Shane looks up, Savannah and Marchant are looking at each other like they’re the only thing in the bar, and Shane misses Ilya like he’s missing a limb, the wave of longing threatening to sweep him away under the current. 
He steals a quick glance at the television above the bar, but at some point Kyle switched to the MotoGP championship, so he fishes his phone out of his pocket instead. 
It wasn't necessarily a hard rule between them, but usually Ilya texted him right after a game, before getting into the showers. This time there's nothing yet, so Ilya was probably still busy with the post-game media scrum. 
He types out a quick ‘good goal, stupid celly’ message and taps send. 
Maybe he could stay at the Kingfisher a little longer, since Ilya wasn't going home yet. 
—
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Shane is starting to regret letting the rookies talk him into sticking with alcohol instead of switching to ginger ale, but they’d been so insistent he hadn’t had it in him to disappoint them.
His solution had been instead to ask Kyle for another cocktail as well as an iced-water pitcher, so he could alternate between the two and hopefully end the evening closer to the sober end of the spectrum. 
The rookies, however, had other plans for him, and had roped him into a game of Never Have I Ever that they seemed to be absolutely determined to make him lose. 
“Never have I ever won a Stanley Cup!” says Josh Washington, wiggling his eyebrows and motioning for Shane to take a sip. 
“Guys, this is starting to feel a little manipulative,” Shane says as he brings his third glass of Shane Hollander to his mouth. 
Ethan Winters gasps, “Noooo, what do you mean? We would never,” he says, trying to fish out the star anise from his glass with his fingers. “Anyway, never have I ever been an Olympian," he finishes, tossing the anise at the back of Orlov’s head with startling precision, and making Orlov miss the dart board by at least three inches. 
Orlov turns around, immediately zeroing in on their booth, and flips them all off as Winters blows him a kiss with a cackle deign of a witch. 
Shane groans, taking another sip and chasing it with half a glass of water.
“Never have I ever won a Calder,” Sebastian Castellanos says, immediately knocking on wood for good measure. “Hope I didn’t just jinx myself with that one,” he adds. 
“It’s okay, Seba, you’re not gonna win it anyway,” teases Washington. 
“Suck my ass,” replies the other. 
Washington clutches his heart, “Perhaps ‘suck my ass’ can be our ‘always’!”
Shane chokes on his next sip. The three rookies are laughing as if Castellanos has said the funniest thing in the world, and Shane rolls his eyes, but it’s fond. 
At the dart board, Drake starts loudly calling for a referee, insisting Orlov is cheating, and his wife just sighs, dragging him away and to the bar. Kyle has cleared a section of the counter and set out a few coffee pots and a variety of mismatched cups everyone can use as they please, so Elena grabs one, filling it to the brim before handing it to Drake, who just looks at her with a lopsided, besotted smile. 
Jalo sidles up to their booth with Robinson in tow, an arm around the other’s waist to keep him upright as he says, “Hei, Hollzy, can you babysit Bobsy please? He’s maudlin and talking about fish again… he’s ruining the beer pong vibe,” he pouts. 
“Oh no,” whispers Winters. 
“What fish?” asks Washington.
Jalo shrugs, “Some kelp seahorse or whatever,” he says. 
The three rookies look at each other knowingly, and get up from their seats in almost perfect synchronicity; “We gotta go,” says Castellanos. 
“Uh,” muses Jalo, watching the trio walk to the dart board, where Orlov has just finished beating Hunter and is now counting a bunch of bills with the tip of his tongue between his teeth. “Nice survival instincts, we trained them well. Anyway, this is yours now.” 
Shane grabs Robinson as the other all but melts into his lap, looking up at him and saying, “Hello,” with a slurred voice. 
He rearranges Robinson until he’s sitting somewhat upright, and pours him a glass of water, which Robinson takes with a whispered ‘thank you’ before pausing, glass halfway to his lips; “It’s not a seahorse, by the way.” 
Shane blinks. 
“Um, what’s not a–”
“The leafy sea dragon. It’s a close relative, but it's a sea dragon, not horse. That’s like. Different mythology entirely. One flies, the other, like” he makes a clicking noise with his mouth, “Clip clops.” 
“Right,” agrees Shane, gently pushing the glass closer towards Robinson’s mouth. Once he has drank the full glass, Shane lets go of his hand, and refills the cup again. 
“Plus,” Robinson continues, clearly set on making sure Shane understands the proper taxonomy of a leafy sea dragon, whatever the fuck that is, “Seahorses can grip things with their tails, you know? The sea dragon has camouflage,” he says with a wave of his fingers. “I hope I can see one before I die,” he finishes, mouth turned downwards and eyes a little glassy with unshed tears. 
“Drink this,” Shane instructs, bringing more water to Robinson’s lips. “Why can’t you see one at an aquarium?” he asks, hoping to distract Robinson from whatever sad thoughts are now churning in his head. 
“I can,” he whispers, “But I want to see one in the wild.” He looks up at Shane then, “They are so beautiful, Shane, we should—we should go to Adelaide now so I can show you. If we leave now we can totally make it to Rapid Bay by morning—wait, I can show you a picture too,” he reaches for his phone a bit too forcefully, fumbling it into the glass of water and causing a small-scale tsunami on the table. 
Shane gives himself a single, glorious second to sigh, then gets up to grab a stack of napkins from the next table over. When he turns around, however, Robinson has already taken off his shirt and is mopping the table with it. 
“Uh,” he says.
Robinson looks up at Shane then, shirt discarded on the booth as he holds his phone in his cupped hands like it’s a baby bird with a broken wing; “Do you have any rice?” he asks. 
“Um no, but maybe Kyle–” 
From the booth in front of them, Hunter’s head pops up, hair in disarray and shirt askew, sounding out of breath as he says, “That’s pretty racist, dude.” The top of Kip’s head surfaces from somewhere next to Hunter, and drags him back behind the pleather without a peep.
Robinson looks horrified as he says, “Oh no,” and then grabs his wallet, stacking it on top of the dead phone as he gives both to Shane. “I’m so sorry, please take a dollar,” he adds, and Shane can see his Adam’s apple bob up and down in his throat. 
As Huff passes next to the booth, Shane grabs his arm, “Any help?” 
Huff takes a second to assess the situation, and then shrugs; “Looks to me like you have it all handled,” he says, and backtracks until he’s standing at the bar, where Kyle and the rookies are laughing as they help Kyle put out a few water pitchers next to the coffee. 
“Shane?” Robinson says, “I think I’m gonna be sick,” he adds one second before throwing up into his own shirt. 
Fuck my life, Shane thinks.
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“Hey, did you see this?” Vaughny says as he sits down next to him, handing Shane his phone. 
“What’s this?” he asks, and Vaughny taps on the screen, a video resuming and showing Ilya shirtless and sweaty as he stands in front of a host of microphones and voice recorders.
‘–eal tonight?’
‘Yes. They lost. Very surprising. Montreal never lose,’ he winks at the cameras. 
‘It looks like the Voyageurs we’re seeing now are not the same team that was projected as Cup contender just one week ago—what do you think about that?’
Ilya shrugs, and for a second Shane gets lost in the play of muscle, in the bead of sweat that runs down the line of his jaw and lodges itself in the hollow of Ilya’s throat. Shane wishes he could reach through the screen and lick it. 
‘Is normal, when you trade best player and fifteenth best wing. I never said Montreal are smart.’
‘Speaking of Hollander—tonight was his first game in Admirals red; did you catch any of it?’
‘Ah, no. I’m sure he was really bad anyway,’ he says with a smirk. 
Shane chuckles. Asshole, he thinks fondly. 
‘He got a hat trick, and one assist.”
Ilya snorts, taking a swig of Gatorade and slapping Marleau’s hand away as the other walks past him and tugs Ilya’s earlobe with a laugh. ‘Of course he did,’ Ilya says.
‘It seems like the trade hasn’t impacted him at all,’ the other barrels through. 
Ilya shoots him an unimpressed look that calls the reporter a moron in about fifteen different ways before he drawls; ‘... right.’
‘While we’re on the topic—what’s your opinion on the trade? Why do you think the Voyageurs traded Hollander?’
‘I say before—they are not smart. Look, are we done here? I know I am very sexy like this but I need to take shower,’ he says with a dazzling smile that Shane immediately knows is fake. The mics pick up a few chuckles among the group of journalists. 
‘Do you think it has anything to do with him being gay?’ The reporter says it like he's sharing gossip, like a scandalous word that your mom would wash out of your mouth with soap and a warning never to say it again. 
Ilya’s face goes very still just then, and Shane can’t help the pang of guilt he feels. He knows captains all around the league are being asked the same stupid questions as Ilya, Tiên had sent him a list of names and direct quotes to let Shane know where every relevant player more or less stood on the whole Gay Hollander topic. 
Still, none of those players were Ilya. 
‘I think,’ Ilya says very carefully, measuring out each word, ‘That if you have Hollander, you should not let him go. It does not matter if he is gay. He is a great player, yes? One of the greatest in the sport. Sexuality should not matter in hockey, or anywhere else.’
Shane’s breath catches as he watches the throng of mics get shoved more aggressively in Ilya’s face, journalists pushing each other for a chance at a soundbite. 
‘Are you saying you don’t have a problem with Hollander being gay?’ a different reporter asks. 
Ilya looks at him, expression completely shuttered, ‘Are you saying you do?’ 
What has to be the Bears’ designated media person drags Ilya away then, gripping Ilya’s shoulder tightly and talking a mile a minute, waving his hands around as he—probably—chastises Ilya for going off script. 
The video ends. 
“Crazy, uh?” Vaughny says. 
Shane blinks, readjusting to the shift in perspective. For a second he’d forgotten he was in public. 
“I would not have expected that from him,” Robinson says as he finishes another cup of coffee and looks considerably less maudlin about aquatic life. 
“He’s not a bad person,” Shane says with a little more bite than intended. 
Robinson shrugs, “He’s Russian.”
“Bobsy, just because you’re from a country with shit opinions it doesn’t mean you have to share them,” Vaughny says, “Fuck, we’re Americans. It’s not like I’m always proud of it. Are you?” 
“Of course I'm not. Watching the presidential campaign is not exactly filling me with confidence and patriotism…” he shrugs again, “I just meant—Rozanov is Russian, so public support of a gay athlete is big, you know?”
Vaughn rolls his eyes, “I know that. I didn’t miss Juniper telling Orly not to react to Shane’s statement, thank you. But you made it sound like Rozanov has to be an asshole just on principle.” 
“Oh,” Robinson says with a frown, “I didn’t mean it like that. I was just thinking about the sociopolitical implications.”
Shane rubs the links of his bracelet, feeling the anxiety mount like a clutter of spiders skittering up his body. Breathe, he tells himself. 
“Robinson,” he says, “You were literally drunk twenty minutes ago. Where the fuck is sociopolitical coming from?”
The other snorts, pointing at the cups of espresso littering the table, “I may never sleep again, but at least I’m not drunk anymore.” 
Vaughny smiles, “This guy has the fastest alcohol recovery time I’ve ever seen. Anyway,” he says, looking at Shane, “Sociopolitical implications or not, Rozanov being nice to you is good, no?”
Shane swallows around the thickness in his throat, and nods, rifling through his brain for a change of topic.
All he can think about is Ilya openly supporting him, the media person scolding him for it, and the fact Ilya hasn't texted him yet, despite the game ending hours ago.
He spends a few minutes watching Bobsy and Vaughny demolish a bunch of halloumi fries, then decides to stop pretending with himself and lifts his phone from the table to text Ilya. 



Shane 
I’m sorry they asked you stupid questions about me after the game.
You don’t have to defend me if it’s bad for your brand, or for Russia. 
I’m pretty sure I know you’re okay with me being gay anyway ;) 



The speech bubble appears almost immediately, which is a good sign, but it takes the better part of a minute for it to result in an actual text—which is decidedly not a good sign.



Lily 
fuck off hollander 
not everything is about you
is hard for me too 



Shane sighs, getting up from the booth and walking towards the back of the bar, looking for a quiet place.
Maybe it was the alcohol still in his bloodstream, but he hadn’t meant to imply that everything was about him, although… Shane reads back his texts and bites his lip—okay, maybe Ilya wasn’t wrong. Shane hadn’t set out to make it all about him, but he had sounded like that nonetheless.
He finds a small empty two-people table that is reasonably secluded from the rest of his teammates so he can call Ilya without fear of being overheard.
The line rings for way too long before Ilya’s voicemail kicks in, informing Shane that Ilya is never going to listen to his message. 
Ilya's follow-up text is immediate.



Lily
don’t want to talk 
go to bed
 
Shane
I’m not a child, you can’t dismiss me by saying “go to bed”. 
I didn't mean to offend you, I’m really sorry.
Please talk to me? We don’t have to call. 
I just don’t like you being angry when you’re not in the room. 
 
Lily 
not angry
 
Shane 
Yeah you sound like it. 
Okay, then just listen. 
I’m worried that if you support me in public, going back to Russia will be a problem for you. 
So all I’m saying is, don’t feel like you have to. 
And I understand it can’t be easy for you either, and I’m sorry about that too. 
I just want you to be safe, because I care about you. 



The speech bubble starts floating again, but after a couple of minutes Shane makes reluctant peace with the fact Ilya is not going to answer.
It’s weird, but he doesn’t feel scared or anxious at that moment. 
He thinks maybe, if this had happened before Albany… maybe Shane would be scared right now, or at least working himself into some sort of spiral because what if Ilya never talks to him again?
But Ilya had said he loved him, and despite his lack of first-hand evidence Shane was pretty sure people who were in love didn't just ghost each other over a misunderstanding.
Either that, or it’s the jasmine tea-infused gin smoothing out his panicked edges. 
He decides to go back into the fold, this time sitting at the bar so he doesn't have to engage in conversation and instead can just watch Kyle mix drinks with the grace and ease of someone who loves his job, and is damn good at it.
When he notices Shane looking, Kyle winks at him, and starts spinning bottles in the air like a juggler. Shane rolls his eyes, but keeps his gaze on him anyway, transfixed. 
Half an hour later, he's sipping his second Shane Hollander Lite—which Kyle insists on calling Virgin Shane Hollander, and Shane keeps ignoring—when his phone buzzes with a text. 



Lily
i hate they look at me and think i am such big asshole that i have to be homophobe too
i hate they all want rivalry to be more important than me or you as people
i’m sorry i am a little tired
was long day 
hope media scrum was okay for you 
 
Shane
I’m sorry they don’t see you. I wish they did, that you could let them see how good you are and still be safe.
I wish I was home so we could Skype :( I miss your face.
 
Lily
??
where are you is way past your bedtime
 
Shane 
At a gay bar. 
With Scott Hunter. 



It takes exactly four seconds for Ilya to call him.
“You are where with who?!” 
Shane laughs, because Ilya can be so easy sometimes, it fills Shane with pride to know that he can press Ilya’s buttons just as easily as Ilya can press his. 
“The team organized a welcome night at this bar they have kinda adopted, the Kingfisher?” 
“And is gay bar?” Ilya asks with a skeptical voice. 
“Yeah, that’s what–”
“Here’s your Virgin Shane Hollander,” Kyle says loudly as he slides another glass towards him, looking like a man who knows exactly what he's doing. 
Shane groans as he hears Ilya's shocked laughter on the other end. 
“Here’s your what?!” Ilya asks, struggling to catch his breath.
He tries to sound stern, but can’t quite hide the smile from his voice; “Virgin Shane Hollander. It’s a—it’s a mocktail.” 
If possible, Ilya laughs even harder at that, “Is perfect. Virgin Shane Hollander.”
“Yes, asshole, Virgin Shane Hollander,” he chuckles.
“I have had that before, was very good,” Ilya says with a teasing lilt. 
“Ilya,” Shane laughs, before slapping a hand on his mouth.
Fuck, he thinks as he looks around, but Kyle is the only one within hearing range, and he’s too busy spraying whipped cream into a shot glass to pay Shane any mind. 
Almost as if sensing Shane’s looking at him, Kyle lifts his eyes and gives him a shit-eating grin, sliding the shot glass towards him and yelling, “Want a blowjob?” 
In his ear, Ilya laughs so hard he gets hiccups. 
—
Maybe Shane was wrong, maybe—maybe easy wasn't the point of the post-credit scene.
Maybe all these people, all these couples around him—maybe they’d all reached the same conclusion at one point or another.
Maybe the point is not that being in love is easy. Maybe the point is that you choose each other, over and over, because things feeling easy didn't always mean they were effortless, and things being hard didn't always mean they were inherently bad.
For example, distance was hard, but not having Ilya would be much harder. 
Staying sounded easy on paper, but it also wasn't effortless. Shane knew it was a conscious choice that he kept making, every day. 
Don't pull away anymore, don't try to hide, to minimize, to act like things don't matter. Don't bite your tongue when you want to say something, just because you’re afraid you’ll push him away. 
Maybe that was the point of living the pronouns and the liminal spaces—to keep looking at each other with enough care and understanding that you could say something a little stupid, then wait thirty minutes for a text and not feel like the world was collapsing.
—
March 2016 
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“Have you been in the States for long?”
“No, just since draft. Is why my English is not so good, is difficult language.”
“Your English is great, don't even worry about it… I'm… I'm trying to learn Russian? That's a hard language.”
Orlov immediately perks up, “Really? Ty govorísh po-rússki?”
“Ah, nyet, ya ne óchen' khorosho govoryú po-rússki.” Shane knows the pronunciation is not great, but it was literally the first sentence he’d made sure to learn. “The alphabet is really hard,” he finishes with an embarrassed smile. 
Not for the first time, Shane finds himself marveling at all the expats in the NHL, and how easily they seemed to pick up English despite the fact there were plenty of players whose first language was supposedly English, and yet struggled to string together two complete, intelligible sentences. 
Orlov smiles at him, all teeth and starry eyes, and produces a pen from his shirt pocket, then grabs a napkin from the stack on the table and starts jotting down cyrillic letters for Shane to guess. 
As they slowly go through the impromptu lesson, the few teammates still at the bar stop by with offerings of food and drinks like he's baby Jesus in the manger, but when they realize nothing interesting is happening they leave their tokens on the table and move on to somewhere more interesting. 
“You are not too bad,” Orlov says with a satisfied nod; “Is good you learn alphabet too but you don't need. You can learn how to talk, that is better.”
A thought then strikes Shane. With everything that happened during—and especially after—Albany, Shane had completely forgotten about it, but now it seems like a good time to bring it up again.
“Hey,” he says, “What's uh doe-roe-goee?” Shane tries to pronounce it as best as he can, but to be frank he hadn’t been paying complete attention at the time, too busy coming down from one of his spirals to properly assimilate Ilya’s pronunciation. 
Orlov's eyebrows shoot up into his hairline, “Dorogoy?” he asks, immediately nailing the word Shane was looking for. 
He nods, finishing his ginger ale and picking up another can. The people stopping by have brought so many cans that at this point the table is more Canada Dry than anything else.
Orlov bites his lip for a second, uncertain, but then shrugs and asks, “Is boyfriend who call you that?”
The next sip of ginger ale goes down the wrong pipe. 
“Uh,” Shane says once he's finished coughing. 
“Yes, is boyfriend? It means… dear, like sweetheart? If is not boyfriend maybe you have to tell him to call you Shane instead.”
Shane blushes, feeling a bit like a clown, a bit like a lovesick fool. “Yeah, um, my—my boyfriend called me that,” he clears his throat, because—is Ilya his boyfriend? He really didn’t want to presume, and hated not knowing. Maybe he should ask at some point. “And—he also—he also called me, ah, lou-cheek?”
“Luchik,” Orlov replies with a nod, “Oh but you have nice boyfriend, very romantic. Luchik is… ray of sun?” He makes a face, “Not so nice in English. And what do you call him?”
Shane can feel his blush creep upwards, and once again hopes the Kingfisher's moody lighting will help him hide it a little, but Orlov doesn't seem particularly fazed either way, which is a small miracle in itself.
“I don't really… I just call him—I just use his name,” he catches himself at the last minute.
Orlov looks surprised for a second, “His normal name? No nickname? Is okay, I write for you,” he says as he picks up another napkin and starts writing again, this time only transliterating the words with phonetic accents on the correct syllable.
Once he's satisfied with his work, he points at one of the three columns of text; “These are cute names, like baby. This is more romantic, like dorogoy,” he says with a wink as he points at the second column.
“And this one?” Shane asks, pointing at the third block of writing and choosing to ignore his own blush.
“These are nicknames. Is a bit difficult because I don't know his name…?” He says with a hopeful glance, but Shane shakes his head no. 
Maybe Ilyas were the Johns of Russia, but there was no way he was going to utter the word Ilya after saying boyfriend less than five minutes ago. Orlov was young, not fucking stupid. 
The other shrugs, seemingly undeterred by Shane’s silence, and then continues, “You can maybe try an -echka or -yusha. Or easy -ya.”
“What do you mean?” he frowns.
“Is like… okay, my name is Daniil, yes? You are my friend so you can call me Danya.”
Shane's heart goes a bit mushy at hearing Orlov call him a friend after less than two days of acquaintance. “Danya,” he repeats fondly. 
“Yes. But is also Danyusha or Danechka. But those are more personal, more for family or girlfriend. Do not call me that with your boyfriend or he will be mad.” 
“Gotcha,” Shane says. “And this… works with every Russian name?”
Orlov makes a gesture with his hands, so so; “Some of them is weird. But most, yes.”
“Thanks, Danya,” he says with a smile, and Daniil smiles back, completely unaware he's just handed Shane a loaded gun.
—
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My circadian rhythm is officially fucked, he thinks as he closes the front door behind him. 
He’s been racking his brain all the drive back from the Village, and hasn’t been able to come up with a satisfying answer to the question—had he ever been out for so long, before? 
Or rather; had he ever been out for so long before, and enjoyed it? 
Sure, there had been some moments from the evening he’d rather not dwell on, and maybe a few more drinks he was ultimately comfortable with, but overall—overall it had been a successful night, right? 
He’d even managed to get the number of one of the WAGs—Amanda, though Shane, gun to his head, would not be able to tell you who she was married to—who was an interior designer and had spent a solid twenty minutes patiently explaining Shane the textural difference between linen, cotton, wool, and chenille, and advising him on what would be the best choice for Shane’s new couch. 
Turns out, MidwestMomma87 had been right all along.
As far as social gatherings went—and especially considering this was his first one since he’d panicked in a nursery room, and ended up on the Montreal Gazette a few days later—this one had been a pretty good one. 
Shane decides to commit the ultimate sin and forgoes his nightly shower, because honestly at this point he just wants to sleep, possibly forever, and takes out his phone to adjust his alarm instead—not switch it off completely, because that would be absolutely insane—just… just maybe push it back an hour or two. He could still go for his usual run at ten, instead of seven. 
When he takes a closer look at his phone, he notices he has way too many notifications for four in the morning, but despite the immediate frisson of panic, they turn out to be innocuous. 
The first one is a selfie from Rose, folded like a pretzel into her seat, bloodshot eyes and hair piled on top of her hair in a messy nest as she clutches a gigantic travel cup of what Shane can only assume is coffee. “Why did you let me drink so much?? :(((” reads the caption. 
Robinson has sent him twenty-four pictures of what seem to be random bits of foliage held together by sheer willpower, but Shane now knows to be a leafy sea dragon—Australian native, but also available to see in the States in a few places, the closest of which was the Adventure Aquarium in Camden, New Jersey.
And, last but definitely not least, a challenge to play Words With Friends with user EnglishIsStupid81. 
Shane bites his lips with a smile, tapping the notification. Words With Friends was his and JJ’s thing, and he hadn’t gotten around to uninstalling the app yet, but if Ilya played… well, if Ilya played, then Shane would keep the app.  
The first word on the board is Ilya's ‘jacuzzi,’ for a whopping 111 points.  
What the fuck? Shane thinks, before playing ‘mint’ for a meager 8 points. 
It didn’t mean anything. Starting out a fresh board was always difficult. He was definitely going to win, jacuzzi or not. 
—
March 2016
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By Wednesday, it's clear Ilya has won the Words With Friends match, a point disparity between them that is truly embarrassing for Shane to confront, but he's a spiteful little shit who hates losing, and is therefore refusing to concede, clinging to qi and bulldozer as if his life depends on it.
To add insult to injury, he's now parked outside a huge B&H Photo Video, leaning against the trunk of his car and refusing to believe his own eyes, because Ilya is somehow cheating at this stupid fucking game. 
Shane doesn't know how, but Ilya’s got to be cheating, because there's no way he just got 139 points—26 base plus 35 for a 7+ letter word plus a stupid amount of extra points for not one but two Double Word tiles—unless the word is fake. 



Shane
That's not a real fucking word, and you know it, asshole!
 
Lily
what you mean? 
if the game accepts it, is real yes?? 
or are you saying you do not know what it means 
you
shane hollander 
 
Shane
Ilya, be so for real right now.
 
Lily
canadian golden boy 
prince of hockey
english first language
DLC french second language
!!!!
 
Shane
Ilya.
 
Lily
you mean to tell me
ME,
poor little russian boy ilya rozanov
so sad so poor
from poor third world country russia
cold lonely small no culture russia 
english only second language
too poor to learn another
 
Shane
ILYA.
 
Lily 
you mean that i
poor baby peasant russian from poor potato farm 
you mean i know a word 
that strong mighty canadian dick lover
I mean stick lover
does not
??????
 
Shane
Ilya, you fucking clown, 
You're literally from the biggest city in all of Europe.  
 
Lily
ME?????????
poor farm boy ilya rozanov?????
grew up in small one bedroom house all crooked
sharing bed with four grandparents 
had to find golden NHL ticket in chocolate bar to come to great america 
 
Shane
Oh for fuck's sake 🙄 
 
Lily 
you mean i am§
…
BETTER????????
at ENGLISH????????
than SHANE HOLLANDER?????
 
Shane
Where the fuck is your off button, Rozanov.
Is it in your ass? 
Is that why I haven't found it yet?
 
Lily
wow now you bully me??
for being poor bisexual boy from poor russian family??? 
with no money nothing just chocolate bar and cardboard hockey stick and a dream????
 
Shane
If I admit I don’t know what it means, will you fucking drop it?
 
Lily
maybe yes
maybe no 
you try 
see what happens 
 
Shane
Fuck you. 
Okay.
I don't know what it means.
But I guess you're right… if the game allows it, then it must be a real word… 🤷‍♂️
 
Lily
does your family know you are illiterate?
poor yuna and david they try so hard to raise a good boy 
get you instead
is okay we play again and i teach you this too yes 



Shane sighs and loads up his purchases in the trunk, slamming it with way more force than necessary as Ilya shares in the group chat with Hayden a screenshot of the Words With Friends board where cockamamie—clearly not a real fucking word, in Shane's professional opinion—pretty much sealed the fate of the whole game in Ilya’s favor beyond any reasonable doubt.
He's just put his seatbelt on when the chat lights up with Hayden's reply.



This is for hockey ONLY
(Hayd, Lily, Shane)



Hayd 
Wtf is cockamamie?
That's not a real word Rozanov??
 
Lily
you mean that i,
little russian orphan boy
who sell matchsticks outside in snow



Oh my fucking god, Shane thinks as he drops the phone on the passenger seat, Ilya's barrage of texts lighting up the screen every second or so.
—
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It's not necessarily that he lacks the confidence for this—it’s more of a skill issue, really. 
It pains him to say so, but it’s the truth, and the truth must not be ignored. Shane is just a hockey player, not a photographer. Three hours watching YouTube tutorials only taught him the basics, so that's the problem, really. The learning curve. 
Not the lack of confidence.
Because that would make him a chicken. 
Shane looks at his naked reflection in the mirror, and raises the camera halfway up before lowering it again with an audible gulp.
It's definitely not a skill issue. 
The Instax camera literally only has two buttons, and one was just to switch the mode to selfie. Even a child could do it. Ruby and Jade could probably do it in their sleep. But he’s not making excuses, he’s not. 
Bok bok bok, he tells himself as he looks in the mirror.
Maybe—maybe it’s the pose. Like, why the fuck is he standing in front of the mirror like that? He never knows what to do with his hands unless he’s holding something, and this is not an Orange Crush commercial. 
Yeah, it’s definitely the pose. Definitely not the fact that for all intents and purposes this was uncharted territory, and Shane was never a fan of visiting those unless Ilya was driving. 
But—listen, he was definitely not a… blushing virgin deer, or whatever Hayd had called him, he was—he was fucking Samantha, right? 
Shane has never watched a single episode of Sex and the City in his life, but he's pretty sure Samantha wouldn't spend ten minutes staring at her naked self in the mirror flooded with crippling anxiety over the thought of taking a nudie pic.
So maybe… maybe he should sit in a chair, or—or lie down on the bed, or maybe, um, kneel? Go on all fours? What would Ilya like? 
Knowing Ilya, probably all of the above. Which, while being hot as fuck under normal circumstances, right now didn’t really help Shane feel more secure in his ability to deliver a viable product. 
He  kinda wishes it was easier to find tutorials on how to take sexy pictures, but he'd already tried Skillshare, and they didn't have any. No way he was googling ‘How to take good naked selfie?’—not even in incognito mode. 
He'd rather just meander through Pornhub and see if by any chance someone had gotten it confused with WikiHow, than admit to Google he didn't know how to stage a good dick pic.
Maybe the problem was the camera. 
Maybe he should have bought a digital rather than an Instax mini 70… or maybe—maybe a different phone—no, two phones? No, wait, only one phone they could just fill with pictures and trade to each other every week or so, like divorced parents with a child,  but if the child was raunchy pornography instead of an actual child.
Hollander, never think the words ‘pornography’ and ‘child’ in the same sentence again, you're being fucking weird, he thinks. Just take a fucking photo. You even bought a tripod for this.
Maybe he could ask Jackie for help. Maybe he could open a window and cartwheel right out of Jenga Tower. Maybe he could stop being ridiculous and trust the fact that in six years there had been literally nothing Shane had done that Ilya hadn't found orgasm-worthy. 
So many options, so little time. 
Shane sighs, deciding that lying down on his front probably gives Ilya the best view of Shane’s ass; he angles the camera as best he can and presses the shutter. Once it develops, the picture shows part of his face—gaze not really sultry but not terrified either, so that's something—most of his back, and just a little of the swell of his ass. 
The next one is better, more of his ass in frame, and his eyes are saying maybe come hither? rather than dear god back off, so that's an improvement. 
He flips to his front, jacking himself off until his cock is hard and leaking, and takes more pictures. Then he unwraps the tripod and sits against the headboard, grabbing lube and his dildo from the bedside drawer.
By the time he's done, Shane feels like a master photographer, and has used up all ten of the cartridges he'd bought. 
All in all, a productive evening.
—
From: Shane Hollander ▪️s.hollander@nyadmirals.com
To: Michi Nakamura ▪️ m.nakamura@nyadmirals.com
Date: March 24th, 2016 10:16 p.m.
Subject: RE: Weekly Meals
Hi Michi,
Thank you for the PDF and for our chat. I’m excited to work with you. 
I was looking through the recipes you sent and had one question. They're quite different from what I'm used to eating. My previous nutritionist had me on a macrobiotic diet, so I'm a little worried about changing too quickly while the season is still going.
Is there anything you'd recommend I start with first?
Also, do you think the steak on page 12 is too ambitious for someone who has never cooked one before? Where do I buy good red meat in Manhattan? 
Thank you, Shane



On Sat, Mar 20th, 08:12, Michi Nakamura <m.nakamura@nyadmirals.com> wrote:
 
Hi Shane, 
Francesca said you expressed interest in talking to me regarding setting up a meal plan schedule :) 
Let’s talk next week, but in the meantime if you ask Nico (the head chef in the galley) he’ll give you a cooler with a few meals to tide you over until we create a menu that works for you. 
Good luck with the game! 🏒
Speak soon,
 
Dr. Michi Nakamura, PhD, RD, CSSD
Sports Nutrition Consultant
New York Admirals Hockey Club 
📞 (917) - 555 - 0872
✉️ m.nakamura@nyadmirals.com
—
March 2016
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“And then Nora Tremblay said my feet smell. My feet do not smell,” grumbles Ruby indignantly. 
“I'm sure they don't,” Shane confirms. 
“Actually they do,” pipes up Jade. “Your ballet bag smells like dad's after practice.”
Shane tries not to laugh as he explains, “It's normal if it does. When you do sports—or anything where you use your body a lot, like ballet—it doesn't always smell so good afterwards.”
“Told you you smell,” says Jade triumphantly; “Even uncle Shane says so!” 
“Stop saying I smell! You’re the one who smells!”
“Nuh-uh,” says Jade as she evades Ruby’s push, and almost falls off the chair in the process. “I don’t do sports, so I don’t smell. You smell.” 
“Girls,” Shane tries again, “I’m saying—it doesn't matter if you do smell. I’m sure Ruby doesn't, but if she did, then it’s important to know it’s normal.” He smiles, “Just make sure to always clean up well after you come home, and take a bath when mom and dad say you have to, yeah? If you keep clean, no one can say you smell. And if they do, then you know they're lying.”
Both girls are nodding at him, finally convinced, but as Jade's mouth goes a bit wobbly, a Defcon 2 neon sign lights up in Shane’s head. 
“I miss daddy,” she says with a sniffle.
Uh oh, Shane thinks, the neon sign switching to Defcon 1. 
“I know, Jadey—I'm sure it must be very hard… but your dad is coming home tomorrow, right?”
She nods “Yes. Mom said he's in America now. Is he with you?”
Shane smiles his gentlest smile, “No, but we can check where he is together. Do you want to do that?” They both nod their head yes, Jade’s pigtails bouncing around excitedly.  
Shane taps on the Skype screen sharing option, and opens the NHL’s calendar on his browser, then uses his cursor to point at the Roadrunners - Centaurs matchup card, “This is daddy,” he says, then shifts to the card below, that reads Admirals - Canadairs, “And this is me. Daddy is in Arizona, do you know where that is?” 
Both girls shake their heads, so Shane pulls up a map of North America and shows them, “This is Montreal, and here…” he slides the cursor all the way to Arizona, “Is Tucson, where daddy is. Tucson is in Arizona.” 
“That looks very far… is he okay?” Jade asks with another sniffle, but she sounds more concerned than sad—a small improvement in Shane's books.
Ruby hugs her twin, and leans Jade's head to rest against her own shoulder, “Daddy’s fine,” she says with conviction. “He will play his game and bring you more colored pencils, just like he said. You made him pinky-promise, remember?”
Jade nods, shuffling closer to her sister. 
“You know dad doesn't break those,” Ruby finishes, rubbing her cheek against the top of Jade's head. 
Shane's heart does a weird acrobatic thing, and he finds he has to blink some sort of mist away from his eyes as Ruby asks, “Where are you, uncle Shane?” 
Shane slides the cursor all the way to New York, “Here.” 
“Wow,” Jade breathes, “We’re so close.” 
It didn’t feel like it, especially not right now, but maybe Jade was onto something. 
—
From: Michi Nakamura ▪️ m.nakamura@nyadmirals.com
To: Shane Hollander ▪️s.hollander@nyadmirals.com
Date: March 25th, 2016 4:46 p.m.
Subject: RE: Weekly Meals
Hi Shane!
Absolutely yes: start with the steak if it appeals to you! I promise it looks more intimidating than it is.
Regarding the rest, I know you mentioned following a macrobiotic plan. I'm never going to tell you what you have to eat, but I'd encourage you to keep an open mind while we work together. You're training at an elite level, so my priority is making sure you're well-fueled rather than unnecessarily restrictive :) 
Now for the logistics: honestly, don't stress too much about finding the “perfect” grocery store. A good steak from Eataly, Whole Foods, or even your neighborhood butcher is going to be much better than waiting three weeks until you've researched every option in Manhattan. 
Let me know how you like the steak!
Speak soon,
 
Dr. Michi Nakamura, PhD, RD, CSSD
Sports Nutrition Consultant
New York Admirals Hockey Club 
📞 (917) - 555 - 0872
✉️ m.nakamura@nyadmirals.com



On Wed, Mar 24th, 22:16, Shane Hollander <s.hollander@nyadmirals.com> wrote:
…
 
On Sat, Mar 20th, 08:12, Michi Nakamura <m.nakamura@nyadmirals.com> wrote:
…
—
Shane is doing his best—which right now amounts to turning the biggest carrots he’s ever seen into size-appropriate matchsticks—and nodding along to the instructional video on YouTube, which promises to teach him how to cut every vegetable like a pro, when his phone starts pinging with a text notification. 
Which, okay, not uncommon, but normally the phone stops pinging after the text has been delivered. So, either something’s wrong with Shane’s phone, or someone is sending him approximately 10 texts in the span of twenty seconds. 
He  tosses the carrots in the skillet and quickly washes his hands, reaching for his phone. 
What the fuck, he thinks. 



Shane calls me daddy
(Hayd, Lily, Shane) 
 
Today 5:47 p.m.
Hayd named the conversation “Shane calls me daddy”.
 
Hayd
SUCK IT ROZANOV
WATCH THIS 
[tap to watch video]
 
Lily
what is happening 
is video of your kids on Skype? 
 
Hayd
I have PROOF 
they're on Skype with Shane
 
Lily 
wow ok 
you change chat name for this? 
 
Hayd 
Yes because now the chat is ABOUT ME 😎
Nr 1 in the poll and Shane calls me daddy 
BEAT THAT, RUSSIAN 
Cockamamie my ASS
 
Lily
does your wife know you are obsessed with best friend 
chat name is not about you 
am not nr 1 on reddit but shane calls me daddy too 
so is not the flex you think it is pike 
 
Hayd
My wife took that video because she LOVES me and knows Shayden is the best 🏆
Wait what do you mean Shane calls you daddy 
Oh
Oh no 
@Shane do you really call him daddy what the fuck 
@Shane Hollander helloooooooooooo????
 
Today 5:53 p.m.
You named the conversation “You’re both fucking stupid”.
 
Hayd
Wow 
I thought we had something 



Shane snorts, and opens the message thread he shares with Ilya. 



Shane 
Stop terrorizing Hayden.
I haven’t called you daddy a single time in six years. 
 
Lily 
is true
very sad
all you say is ilya this ilya that
no daddy
no father 
no cousin
no brother
no relations at all 
 
Shane 
If I call you “father” in bed, you’re going to eject me out of a window. 
Also, “brother”?! I’d rather call you “dude”.
“Pastor”
“Friendly Neighborhood Orgasm-Provider”?
 
Lily
come to daddy 😎🤤🍑
 
Shane 
I’m blocking you.



Shane laughs, and goes back to his carrots. 
—
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“Who the hell took my socks?” Miller turns towards the rookies, hand lifted in an accusatory gesture. “Winters, you animal, this has your name written all over it.”
Winters throws his arms into the air as he hastens to defend himself, towel dropping off his hips while he tries to get his point across; “How is this my fault? Dude, I've been in the showers this whole time, see?!”
Miller doesn’t seem impressed as he stalks over, “I don't know how, but this is some rookie bullshit if I've ever seen it,” he grumbles.
Behind Miller, Drake lifts up his hands, each encased in a pair of ugly orange and purple socks with little blue ducks on them. He moves his hands in a way that makes it look like the two socks are either fighting each other or making out very aggressively.
“Oh nooooo Mister Miller, please don't eat me, I'm just a rookie!” he says in shrill falsetto, then pitches his voice lower in a poor imitation of Miller's Texas twang and continues, “You damn kids get off my lawn!”
Miller twirls around and throws a protein bar at Drake, “Asshole, give them back, those are a gift from my daughter!”
“Oh,” Drake frowns, “Is she blind? ‘Cos these are straight up nasty, my guy,” he says as he makes the socks pretend-talk to each other by opening and closing his hands.
Next to Shane, Benny groans, “Is nothing sacred to you?” 
“Nope,” Drake says, popping the P. He hands the socks back to Miller anyway, and gives him a pat on the back, “Sorry, I'm sure your kid's artistic sense will improve with time.” 
Miller flips him off, clutching the socks to his chest as he goes back to his cubby. 
Jalo bounds back into the locker room, already pulling at his tie like it's strangling him, and says; “Hollzy, Juniper said they want you in front of the cameras again.”
Shane rolls his eyes, “Oh joy,” then grabs his Rolex from the cubby shelf and slides it onto his left wrist, careful not to hide or otherwise bother Ilya's bracelet. “Did she say if it was anything specific, or just the usual?”
“I think she said something about Montreal?” Jalo says with a shrug. 
Of course, he thinks dejectedly.
Shane had only watched the highlight reels of the afternoon game of Ranchers VS Voyageurs, but even then he’d instantly known someone from the press was going to ask him about it. He’d spent some time listening to the commentaries, skimmed a couple of articles while he waited for his food to crisp up in his new cast-iron pan. He knew what the media were saying. 
The Voyageurs were unravelling, and everyone had noticed. 
During that afternoon’s game against the Montana Ranchers, JJ had charged Dutton with an absolutely vicious energy Shane had never seen in him, flattening the other to the ground with a sickening thud the cameras had been able to pick up. As if that wasn’t odd enough already, JJ had shrugged and skated away, seemingly completely unbothered, not a care in the world as Dutton lay on the ice, unmoving, medics rushing over. 
Shane had not been surprised when the biggest of Montana’s defensemen had immediately dropped gloves as JJ skated past, grabbing him by the scruff of his neck to reel him back directly into his fists, decking him on the jaw as the ref called 5 for checking plus a game misconduct for JJ. 
It had taken five teammates on each side and two refs to pull them apart, a scene so jarring that Shane had almost let the food burn—JJ was the guy who dragged people out of fights, the guy who’d picked Hayden up bodily to get him away from a Tampa enforcer, he was not—he was not the one you needed ten people, a forklift, and a car winch to separate him from another guy to make sure he would stop short of killing him. 
By the time the officials had finally pulled them apart, Wheeler's face looked so wrong, like his features had been rearranged by someone who had no idea where each body part was supposed to go, that Shane had found himself breathing heavily, needing to sit at one of his new stools and pressing his fingers hard into the links of his bracelet to calm himself down. 
Whoever the man on the screen had been, that was not JJ. 
He forces himself back to the present, straightens up, and heads toward the throng of journalists. Juniper waves him over, turning around so her back is to the reporters as Shane bends down closer to her mouth to listen to her whisper, “ESPN want to ask about Boiziau, sorry.” Shane nods at her, because of course they want to ask about that, then schools his features and faces the firing squad. 
“Hello everyone,” he says. 
“Hollander,” the ESPN journalist says without wasting any time, “Did you watch the Voyageurs’ game earlier today?” 
Shane cocks his head, “Ah, no, sorry—just the highlights. I believe they won?”
The reporter nods, moving a little too close for Shane’s taste, especially because he then sticks his phone two inches from Shane’s mouth, and says, “What did you think of Boiziau’s hit? Clean or dirty?”
Shane grits his teeth, forcing himself to stay calm instead of giving in to his first instinct and throwing the journalist’s phone against a wall so he can get in his face and yell at him. What the fuck was wrong with these people? Dutton had hit the ice so hard his helmet had come off, who gave a shit if the hit was clean or not? The end absolutely did not justify the means either way, fuck whoever said hockey was supposed to be this violent—they weren’t supposed to fucking die over a puck.
Behind him, Juniper touches a hand to his shoulder, “The press release from Montana said Dutton is heavily concussed but otherwise unharmed,” she tells him, and Shane doesn’t care whether the journalists hear her reassuring him or not, because it does the trick and prompts him to answer. 
The sooner he gives the sharks their pound of flesh, the sooner he can leave. 
“I think the Ranchers played a good game,” he says, staring at the reporter pointedly. “The Voyageurs are a well-established franchise. It’s not easy to go toe-to-toe with them when you’re one of the newest teams in the league. I’d say great work on their part. Thank you,” he tacks on immediately, turning back towards the locker room without another word and ignoring how quiet everyone has suddenly gone behind him. 
—
When the room comes back into focus, Hunter is sitting next to him on the bench, and the locker room is empty. 
Shane frowns, immediately looking down at his hands to check whether he recognizes them or not, but he does, so it can’t be that bad—even if he's apparently lost so much time that they're the last ones in the locker room.
“Hey,” Hunter says kindly, bumping his knee against Shane's.
“Uh, sorry, time got away from me a bit.” 
“It's all good. Wanna…” he shrugs, “Wanna talk about it?”
Shane snorts, “I'd rather eat a spoonful of mayo, but thanks for asking.”
Hunter shoves him, but he's smiling as he says, “Thank fucking Christ. For a second you had me worried I'd have to talk about feelings.”
“Ew,” Shane says with a smile of his own. 
Hunter sobers up a little then, looks at Shane intently as he says, “We can, you know? Talk about feelings. If you want. Like, I'm here. To talk. If you want.”
He shrugs, “It's alright. But thanks for offering, that looked like it hurt.”
Hunter lifts a hand and pinches his thumb and index finger close together in the universal gesture for just a little. “Kip says I have to practice anyway, I can’t—I can't just bottle it all up and then explode. So, yeah.”
It's always a little weird, a little interesting for him to find players who seemed to have made a life for themselves that transcended hockey. “Oh,” he says. “You guys are close?” 
Hunter blinks at him for a second, then clears his throat, “Yeah. Yeah, we're—close.”
Shane nods, “That's cool.” 
He's about to ask if they should get up and leave, when Murdoch walks into the locker room with a scowl, “Can the two of you get the fuck out so the cleaning staff can come in and do their job?” 
They both get up from the bench, Shane shouldering his bag and grabbing his phone from the cubby, “Sorry Coach.”
“Don't apologize to me,” he says, “Apologize to the poor fucks who have to try and get your stench out of the room.”
As they pass the cleaning crew, waiting for them a few feet away, Shane gives them a little apologetic nod, “Sorry for taking so long to leave, and thank you for taking care of the space.”
Murdoch turns to look at him with a bemused expression, and says, “Hollander, you really are something else.”
—
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Shane is a man on a mission. 
The mission feels less like a controlled, strategic foray into enemy territory and more like he’s recreating the Battle of Saragarhi with fewer resources, but still. 
He and Ilya had talked about it the day before, and had both agreed on what to do, had accepted the intrinsic risks and ultimately decided risks didn’t matter as much as making sure they could actually see each other, since golden weekends were extremely rare in their profession. 
Their tasks were clear: Ilya was going to drive 3 hours and 44 minutes to New York straight after practice, while Shane had to do this, and then just wait for Ilya to arrive. So, he could do this. Shane swallows as much of his anxiety as it fits in his stomach, fiddling with his bracelet as he approaches the concierge desk. 
“Good morning, Mister Hollander,” Quentin immediately greets him with a polite smile that Shane at this precise moment is in no way, shape or form able to even attempt to recreate. 
“Good morning Quentin, Milena,” he nods at the other day shift concierge, an incredibly tall woman whose employee profile in the 56 Leonard app had listed her hobbies as diamond painting and The Matrix, in that order.
“Good morning.” 
Now that the easy part is out of the way, Shane finds himself at a bit of a loss, and very spiritually attuned to the twenty-one Sikhs from history. He starts by clearing his throat, and inching closer to the concierge desk.
“Hypothetically,” he says, “If—if I had a, uh, guest. For a few days. How would it work? Hypothetically.” 
Quentin nods, perfectly impassible as if Shane isn’t just making an absolute fool of himself; “Well, in the event of a guest—even a hypothetical one—you could either leave a note with the staff, to let us know who you are expecting, so that they won’t necessarily need to be screened upon entering…” he gives Shane another polite smile before continuing, “Or they can introduce themselves with the concierge staff upon arrival, and the staff member on shift will call you to confirm the guest.” 

Shane winces—neither option sounds particularly good, but what is he gonna do? Ilya wasn’t exactly the type of hockey player you could fold in half and conceal inside a suitcase. It was either this, a hotel, or Shane going to Boston instead, and Ilya had expressed his desire to come to New York.
Outside of the bedroom, Ilya asked for so few things that it made Shane zero-in on those requests with rabid intensity. 
And, let’s be real, booking a hotel in his own city wasn’t all that appealing anymore. 
Shane takes another deep breath, “When I first arrived, I had to sign an NDA that—assured mutual discretion regarding goings-on in the building. That… applies here, right?” 
Quentin nods, “Of course, Mister Hollander. Your privacy is of the utmost importance for us.”
“So… so if—hypothetically speaking, of course—if a, uh, let’s say high profile guest were to arrive… would they fall under the same protection? Or—would it perhaps be better to sign another NDA, or some sort of privacy-related paperwork to—to assure further complete discretion?” 
The man turns towards his colleague, and Milena gets up from her chair dropping every pretense that she was not, in fact, listening to Shane fumble his way through this interaction, and says, “The guest would be protected by the same right to privacy as anyone who walks through our doors,” she says. “It is certainly possible for you to require additional legal paperwork, of course, but—Mister Hollander, if I may offer my opinion on the matter?”
“Please,” Shane says gratefully. 
“The request would have to be put through to management, who will ultimately decide whether to allow it or not. This may take a few days, and you said your guest is due to arrive this evening, yes?”
He clears his throat, “My—my hypothetical guest, yes.” 
She looks at him with the flat expression typical of a woman who has had enough of the Bullshit of Men, “Right. The hypothetical guest. So, in my opinion, you would be better off with letting us log a note for our night shift colleagues, especially if the guest is an easily recognizable person. That way, they won’t even be stopped for screening.” 
Shane nods. 
It was not the greatest of solutions, but it was the best solution they had right now, and if push comes to shove then Shane could always sue 56 Leonard for all it was worth, which, judging by the absolutely impractical furniture and things like the pet spa on the 9th floor, meant they were worth quite a lot. 
“Alright. Then—then please, would you be so kind as to, uh, log my guest… for… uh, arriving this evening,” he concludes, keenly aware that he hasn’t said the important part yet. 
Milena nods, pulling up something on her computer screen and poising her fingers on the keyboard as she waits for Shane to stop being a dumbass and give her a name instead, so she can go back to work. 
Say it, say it, say it, just fucking say it say it say it say it say i–
“Ilya Rozanov,” he says. 
To her credit, Milena’s face spasms for approximately one second before the mask of composure slips back on. “Very well,” she says, typing something and hitting the Enter key. “Your guest has been logged. The evening concierge staff is comprised of Victor and Sayyid, and they won’t be screening Mister Rozanov—but they of course remain at your disposal.”
“And so do we,” finishes Quentin. 
Shane nods, “Okay. Thank you. Oh—um,” he pulls out two fifty dollar bills and hands them to each concierge, clearing his throat again and securing his practice bag on his shoulder. “Alright then, see you guys later.” 
They might just survive this yet.
—
It turns out, he shouldn't have tried to skirt around the Montreal question during yesterday’s media scrum. 
He hadn’t done it to be purposefully catty, because even Shane understood that constantly dunking on Montreal would make him look more like a jilted ex-lover than a professional—no matter that he kinda felt like both, at times—but he was trying to deflect attention from the fact that the Voyageurs who played the night before were not the same Voyageurs from a month ago. 
The JJ Boiziau of a month ago would have never concussed a player and looked so indifferent afterwards, skating away from an unconscious man on the ice.
So Shane had tried to keep the focus on the other side of the sheet, had only talked about the Ranchers and deployed all his tactical media training to circumvent the more direct—and clearly baiting—question.
It had come from a good place, but the road to hell was indeed paved with good intentions.
The result, this morning, was a press review from Tiên that included the note ‘advice: ignore for now; will prepare some soundbites for you in case it gets out of control’ as well as a number of articles ranging from think pieces on whether sports journalism was dead (probably) to tweets of pundits dissecting every interaction between Shane and his teammates in the past two years, and even an op-ed by a retired and well-beloved former Montreal goalie that towards the end of his career had had his own—much more public—fallout with the organization.
In his piece, titled “The Voyageurs keep failing their players,” Marcel Villeneuve expressed his chagrin over seeing how Voyageurs history kept repeating itself, and how the organization kept putting their best players through the meat grinder before spitting them out empty and dried out, without so much as a thank you. 
“It happened with me, it happened with Heikkinen in 2011, and now with Hollander,” the op-ed read. “This is an organization incapable of seeing true value, and giving it the respect it deserves. So, if you ask me, I will tell you that yes: the Voyageurs failed not only Shane Hollander, but Montreal as a whole.”
It wasn’t untrue, and Shane felt slightly vindicated in seeing someone of Villeneuve’s caliber support him so vocally, so the problem wasn’t even the article itself. 
It was the fact JJ had retweeted a link to it, and used his one-hundred-and-forty characters to make his position very clear: 



Jean-Jacques Boiziau (@jjboiziauhockey) 
???????? it’s shane hollander that failed us, not the other way around. 
10:28 p.m. -  25 Mar 2016



Shane tries to ignore it, he really does. 
He leaves his phone in his car all the way through practice, and goes as far as stopping by the Communications offices before heading back home, to assure Juniper and about six terrified interns that he’s not going to address any comments publicly, and that he’ll make sure to let her know if he’s planning on saying something. 
He even shrugs off Drake’s remark that maybe someone should put Boiziau in his place next week, because defensemen are generally territorial and built like siege engines, so if Drake wants to showcase what happens when two mountains collide—all the more power to him, but Shane's not going to instigate shit.
He makes it all the way back to Manhattan, all the way to the Sky Estuary for a swim, all the way through a shower and tidying up for Ilya’s arrival, before he checks Twitter again and sees JJ has quoted a fan’s Tweet, adding his invaluable commentary:
 


Jean-Jacques Boiziau (@jjboiziauhockey)
lol k
5:31 p.m. - 26 Mar 2016
 
         Bee 🏳️‍⚧️ 🐝 (@shanesfreckles) 
         how tf has Shane failed you? U literally threw him away like a dirty sock after he got outed. Y’all suck ass. I’m ashamed to be a Voyageurs fan!
         4:59 p.m. - 26 Mar 2016



He knows, he knows that this is not like JJ, it doesn’t take a best friend to notice—all you had to do was look at the shape of him to know that this meanness, this recklessness, none of it was part of JJ. And why the fuck was no one stopping him? JJ had a manager, a publicist, friends, a team who still supposedly backed him up. Why was no one saying anything?
And Shane is so mad, so fucking mad at himself, because instead of shrugging and saying good riddance, what is Shane doing? 
He’s rifling through his old Voyageurs printouts until he finds an old contact list, just so he can text JJ. 



Shane 
I don’t care that you think I failed you because I know the truth, but are you okay?
I’m being serious.
It’s not like you say shit like that.  



Of course, no reply comes.
—
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“This building is fucking sick,” says Ilya the second Shane opens the door. 
Shane bites his lip, because of course Ilya would love it; “There’s a pet spa on level 9.”
“That’s some rich people bullshit. I love it.”
They stare at each other for a second, Shane tries very hard not to let his face split into a goofy grin, but fails miserably. He grabs Ilya by the strap of his duffel, and drags him inside before pushing him back against the closed door. 
“Hello,” he says straight into the crook of Ilya’s neck, and nibbles at the tendon there. Finally home, he thinks.
“I have flowers,” Ilya says, a little breathless. 
Shane smiles, “Thank you,” pulling back to grab the bouquet before returning to his original position, plastered along Ilya’s front and carding a hand through his hair. He brings their lips together in a series of kisses. “I have a surprise,” he says conspiratorially as Ilya’s hands start roaming across his body, sliding under Shane’s shirt and against bare skin.
“Oh?” 
“Yeah, come on,” Shane starts dragging him towards the bedroom, but Ilya drops his hand, unzipping his overnight bag to take out a tote with Boston’s city map printed on it. He hands it to Shane with a little smile. 
“What’s this?” 
Ilya shrugs, reaching out to drag a finger down the bridge of Shane’s nose, “You seemed interested, back in Albany.”
Shane opens the bag and immediately feels like Ilya hit him in the solar plexus, because surely things like this didn’t just happen randomly, no? His face is probably doing something weird, because Ilya clears his throat and shrugs, trying to sound nonchalant even though Shane can see right through him; “Thought maybe we could… ah… relax?”
He grabs Ilya’s hand again, twining their fingers together, and walks backwards towards his bedroom, gently depositing the flowers on the bed before pulling Ilya all the way to the en-suite’s closed door. “You mean kinda like this?” he says, pushing the door open with the ball of his foot.
He doesn’t take his eyes off Ilya for a second. There’s no chance he’s missing the exact moment Ilya realizes they’d both thought about what would be nice to do during an entire weekend together, and arrived at the same conclusion from two different directions. 
As usual, Ilya doesn’t disappoint. 
His breath catches, eyes taking in every detail from the vase of wilting roses on the windowsill, the dozen (electric) candles lighting up the room, the bottle of bath foam and the soft microfiber washcloths lined up along the lip of the tub, the ice bucket with vodka—the good shit, Reddit had assured Shane—and ginger ale. 
Ilya blinks, looking at Shane like he’s something unreal, then walks towards the tub, and picks up one of the rose petals floating in the water with a frown, “Is not cold?”
“No, the tub has inline heaters. The water stays hot much longer than normal.”
“Rich people bullshit,” Ilya murmurs reverently, releasing the petal into the water once again; “Are these…?”
Shane nods, walking closer and sliding his arms around Ilya from behind, rubbing his face against Ilya’s back like a cat, “Yes, some of your roses aren't doing so hot anymore but I felt bad throwing them away.” 
He’d spent the entire week carefully examining each vase around the house, plucking petals that looked a little worse for wear and collecting them in a jar so they’d still hold their scent until Ilya got to New York and they could do this.
“Where did you put the bag?” Ilya says, then leans towards the sink and the Boston tote, grabbing it carefully so as not to jostle Shane. He looks through the contents of the bag for a few seconds, until he finds what he’s looking for, and takes out a Lush paper bag, its sticker reading Comforter Rose - made by Cleo on 2016-03-22 ♡. 
“Oh,” Shane says, watching as Ilya breaks the flower-shaped bath contraption in two and drops half in the tub, half back into the paper bag. The water takes on a peachy-pink color, the smell of roses growing stronger.
“I take shower, then we go in?” Ilya says, turning around in Shane’s arms and cupping his face, lifting it to press a string of kisses all the way to his mouth, stopping to lick inside before grazing his teeth against Shane's bottom lip.
Shane nods, a little breathless, “Okay,” and doesn’t even pretend he’s not ogling Ilya’s ass as the other strips, folds his fucking clothes, and then walks into the shower to rinse off. 
He empties the Boston tote on the counter, making sure the multitude of Lush paper bags don’t get wet, and starts laughing when, at the bottom, he finds a clear plastic bag with the word Princess on it in pink flowy script. Nestled within the baggie, Shane finds travel-sized cinnamon toothpaste, cotton rounds, a full-size Bioderma Sensibio H2O micellar water, a pink sparkling toothbrush, fifty dollars, and an autograph on golden cardstock that reads ‘Thank you for coming - Ilya Rozanov’. 
When he turns towards the shower, Ilya is already looking at him with a smirk. 
“You are a fucking clown,” Shane tells him fondly, but tucks the cardstock along the bathroom mirror anyway. 
—
“Do you want coke or more vodka?” Shane asks, voice loud. 
Ilya is unpacking his bag in the other room, so Shane puts himself on food duties. That morning, before leaving for Tarrytown, he’d started marinating two steaks in Dijon mustard and lemon peppercorn, and cut all the vegetables so it’d be relatively quick to get things going once Ilya arrived. 
While he wasn’t a huge fan of steak, he was a huge fan of Ilya, so out of all the recipes Michi had shared with him, the page 12 steak had seemed like the perfect meal he could try and cook without having to either order in or serve Ilya one of Shane’s usual meals—or new usual meals, anyway. 
“Coke,” comes the reply from somewhere in the vicinity of Shane’s walk-in closet, which Ilya spent five minutes mercilessly mocking before convening it was actually pretty nice, what with the plush carpet, many mirrors, and chaise longue in the middle.   
He’s just switched the oven on when his phone starts buzzing on the counter. In his current blissful state, it takes Shane a few seconds to process the name on the screen, which reads JJ - DO NOT CALL/TEXT. 
He knows he probably shouldn’t pick up, that it’s a bad idea, that it can’t be anything good, but when the screen goes dark again, Shane notices it’s not the only call from JJ in the past half hour, two of them made when Shane and Ilya were in the bathtub. 
Three calls is not nothing. 
Two weeks and a half ago, people calling him three times in a row had meant his life was exploding, so maybe now JJ was calling to talk about it and—sure, he was a little overdue for a check-in call, especially considering the texts they’d exchanged before Shane left for New York, but people sometimes needed time to process things, right? 
Shane bites his lip, shooting a quick look towards the hallway and waiting a couple of seconds in case Ilya is done unpacking. When the hallway stays quiet, he presses the call icon. 
When JJ picks up, he doesn’t even give Shane the benefit of the doubt before snapping, “What the fuck do you want?” and immediately Shane deflates as he’s confronted with hard evidence that the three calls were not an attempt at reaching out to—to apologize, or at least talk about it all. 
Part of him wants to hang up, because why would he waste time with JJ when Ilya is here? If he wanted to talk to people who hate him he would have stayed in Montreal. 
But JJ’s words are a little slurred, and that gives Shane pause. 
“Are you drunk?” he says. 
“Fuck you,” JJ spits out, “What, you think you can run away like a fucking pussy and still get to ask me that? Cos you fuckin’ don’t.” 
Shane grits his teeth, slamming the phone on the counter and putting the call on speaker—he needs to do something with his hands or he’s going to break his phone in half, and then drive to Montreal and do the same with JJ. 
He grabs a dish towel and starts wringing it as JJ decides that whatever friendship existed between them is not worth salvaging and says, “You know what I think? I think you never gave a shit about hockey. I think you just wanted to be around men all day, eh? It’s like a fucking drug for you, can’t fucking stop yourself, can you? You fucking—” 
Shane’s breath is coming out in staccato puffs, jaw clenched so tight he can hear his teeth grind, “Finish the sentence,” he says in a voice that doesn’t sound like his. “Come on, big man, fucking say what you–” 
“Va donc chier, osti—you fucking piece of shit fa–” 
The call drops, and when Shane looks up, Ilya’s holding his phone, finger still pressed against the end call icon. 
Shane blinks, “When did you get here?” 
Ilya drops Shane’s phone on the kitchen island, “Somewhere around you not caring about hockey.”
“Oh.” 
“You call him?” 
He nods, grabbing the baking tray with the vegetables and frowning as he notices his hands are shaking. He presses them into the counter for a second before sliding the food in the oven. “I thought he wanted to talk,” he adds, sounding a little wistful to his own ears. 
Stupid, he thinks. Of course JJ didn’t want to talk, or he would have called way before now. 
Ilya’s arms close around him from behind, fingers immediately finding Shane’s wrist to tap against his bracelet, but Shane doesn’t feel like he’s about to spiral—he’s just bone tired and disheartened. “Yes, sounds like he is very good at that,” Ilya says. “Riveting conversation.” 
Shane turns around in the embrace, snaking his arms around Ilya's middle and resting his forehead against Ilya’s chest, “He always was the soul of the party,” he tries joking, but it doesn't come out as light as he’d hoped. 
Ilya kisses the top of his head. “Fuck him,” he says gently, lifting Shane’s chin with two fingers. When Shane looks into his eyes, Ilya repeats, “Fuck him,” bringing their mouths together and sliding his tongue against Shane’s bottom lip. 
“Fuck him,” Shane agrees, twining a hand through Ilya’s curls and closing his eyes into the kiss. 
—
How many times are you supposed to keep tilting against the same windmill, when all the windmill does is push back and get angry at you? How many times before your brain and your heart reach an agreement, and you stop trying to convince yourself that there’s still a chance—however infinitesimal—that maybe, maybe this time the windmill will accept you, and welcome you, and things will be okay again? 
His mom had never been the most communicative, tender-hearted parent, not in the way his dad was, but life had shaped Yuna in a way that had made her the perfect teacher for Shane when he’d been confronted with the fact that his schoolmates didn’t seem to like him very much. 
That the laughter was not shared, but directed at him instead. 
“Just because someone isn’t willing to put in the effort,” she’d told him, “Doesn’t mean you have to put twice as much yourself.” 
He hadn’t really understood it at the time, because surely if he tried hard enough—if he was good enough, then others would like him, right? Shane was an okay guy, once you got to know him. Maybe not the flashiest, or the coolest, and—sure, maybe he was a little weird, but he tried so hard. 
It had to count for something. 
Right? 
Shane opens his mouth, letting Ilya feed him another bite of steak, and tilts his head before swallowing, “You know this is like, disgustingly romantic, right?” 
“Shut up,” Ilya says, shoveling potatoes and zucchini onto his fork before bringing it up to his own mouth. 
“Okay,” he smirks, before accepting another forkful. 
Ilya winks at him, then cuts up more steak and dunks it in garlic butter, “Here comes choo choo,” he smirks, and Shane swats his hand away with a laugh. 
—
From: Joonas Heikkinen▪️olivegarden.family@gmail.com
To: Shane Hollander ▪️ shane.hollander@jalalimgmt.com
Date: March 26th, 2016 08:32 p.m.
Subject: RE: Hi :) 

Attachments (13):
pastabowl_lemonwedge_wedding.jpg
garlicbutter_pregnancy_shoot.jpg
garlicbutter_mommy.jpg
ladybyng_lordvezina.jpg
ladybyng_lordvezina_daycare.jpg
ladybyng_sonoita_doggy_competition.jpg
napoleon_godzilla_hulk_mothra_cute.jpg
bongo.jpg
smaug_before_bath_grumpy.jpg
smaug_after_bath_happy.jpg
smaug_koi_pond.jpg 
lookatallthosechickens.jpg
merlot_barbera.jpg

Moi Shane! 
(Ellie says hi too!) 
I’m so happy you wrote, I was watching your hat trick last week and thinking of you :) I’m very glad to see you did not let the stupid shit bring you down, and don’t worry about Villeneuve’s article, I saw it but I don’t really care anymore. As we say: joka vanhoja muistelee, sitä tikulla silmään!
We’re good, we moved to Oro Valley a few years ago and bought a few acres of land for our family. We have chickens now! They look so stupid and cute, I love them. Since the house came with a barn (small though), Ellie got two red horses [hi Shane! They are chestnut Quarter Horses 🐴 will send you a picture - Ellie] and she teaches kids how to ride: 
http://www.desjarlaishorsetherapy.com 
When we moved we found a pregnant cat hiding under the porch so we adopted her, so now we have 6 cats 😺 all of Garlic Butter’s kittens were adopted, even though I wanted to keep them… but we got dogs instead! There is soooo much space here for them to run around and chase the weird Arizona squirrels 🐶 I don’t know what breed they are because we got them from a kennel in Tucson, but Ellie thinks they are herding dogs because they like to help push the chickens back into the coop in the evening, so we’re looking into goats for them to help with (maybe we need to buy a few more acres too).
Smaug is okay too! He likes to sunbathe around the koi pond and look at the fishes all day. Napo and Godzilla are good too :) they are getting a bit old which makes me sad, but we got two more piggies to keep them young 🐹 I wanted hamsters but I read they eat each other?
And we have a parrot now! His owner passed away last spring and her relatives didn't want him, but Bongo already knew us so we decided to adopt him… it’s a difficult pet, but so fucking smart Shane… he knows so many words, speaks better French than Drapeau and also swears in Polish sometimes when it’s tea time. How do I know it’s tea time? It’s because he tells me. Every fucking day, same time, “MARGARET, THE KETTLE IS SCREAMING!” so I give him a pistachio or two (don’t tell Ellie, she says I feed him too much :( but I love him!) and I sit with him to have a beer while he sings Streets of Philadelphia to me. I didn’t even listen to The Boss before, but now I own all his vinyls. 
Yes, I still read at the public library here but last year Ellie convinced me to start a podcast so now I read online too :) it’s free, very fun to do, this month I’m reading Percy Jackson:
https://pocketcasts.com/podcast/read-with-joonas/44c13f90-d3b6-0133-2e9f-6dc413d6d41d 
Wow that is a lot of writing, but I’ve missed you, we both have! When I met you I knew you were gonna become one of the greats, and now you’re the greatest 8) Why don’t we go out for dinner when you play in Tucson? Ellie and I can drive down, it’s not far. I’ll even bring the dogs if you want :) 
Okay I leave you be now. Thank you for writing, I hope you write again soon!


Moi moi 💙
Jonski


[Shane, did you know the Pinterest board is still there? I’ll add more recipes for you :) many hugs xxx - Ellie]



On Sat, Mar 25th, 15:19, Patrick Sableman <patrick.sableman@spandausportsmgmt.com> wrote:
 
Attachment (1)
shane_hollander.pdf
 
Hey Jonski, 
How’s life? Still living the retirement dream? 
Shane Hollander’s management team reached out and asked if I still had your contact because he’d like to talk to you. I’m assuming it’s a yes, but do what you prefer. I told them I’d forward the email to you. 
Btw Cara says thank you for the flowers and prosecco, she can’t wait to drink again now that little Malcolm is out into the world :) we’ll see you guys in summer for golf, send my best to Élodie x 
See ya,
 
Patrick Sableman
Senior Sports Manager 
Spandau Sports Management 
(480) - 555 - 1234
patrick.sableman@spandausportsmgmt.com 
—
Shane's whimper lodges in his throat as he clutches the throw blanket, hands shaking while he keeps doing what Ilya told him, keeps looking out the window at the boats floating along the Hudson while Ilya scissors his fingers inside him, getting him nice and loose and completely breathless.
Ilya sets his teeth into the corded meat of Shane's thigh as it rests on his shoulder, “How many is it now?”
“Five—I think five or—or six,” he gasps, Ilya pressing against his prostate and rubbing in a slow, torturous motion. Shane arches into the touch, his view of the river going blurry at the edges.
“I counted seven,” Ilya murmurs, bending to mouth at the head of Shane's cock and folding him in half in the process.
He gasps, “No, don't, I'll come if–”
“No you won't,” Ilya says, sucking a bruise into the taut skin at the base of Shane's dick. “You will count the boats. Do it right this time, start from zero,” he reprimands him with a tone so sticky-sweet that it goes straight to Shane's pleasure receptors and makes him whine, makes him want to cry and apologize for getting confused.
He bites his lip, forcing himself not to think about how hot and wet and perfect Ilya's mouth is around him, about how thick Ilya's fingers feel inside him, about the way he's being so gentle with Shane even as he keeps dousing him in gasoline, body on fire and not a drop of water in sight despite the Hudson stretching out forty-two floors below him.
Do not fucking come, he tells himself as he resets his mental counter and goes back to counting the stupid fucking boats and ferries gliding along the river. 
When Ilya had thrown a couple of blankets and pillows down in front of the massive windows, and told Shane to lie down, this isn't what he'd pictured. 
Shane is definitely not complaining, but he'd imagined Ilya would be more frenzied than this, after all their time apart—less intent on meticulously undoing Shane at the seams one stitch at a time and more looking to rip and tear, more on the rougher side. 
Instead, Ilya had just started touching him all over, kissing every inch of skin he could reach before he started fingering Shane open for what seemed like hours now, telling him to look outside and count the boats if he wanted to be a good boy. 
Shane had never wanted anything more in his entire existence, so he'd started counting. 
Now Ilya slides his mouth down the full length of Shane's cock and just keeps him there in his throat, humming contentedly as he caresses Shane, feather-light fingers that drag across the inside of his thigh as a third digit joins the ones already inside him. 
His back arches off the blanket as he bites back a moan—fuck fuck fuck, that barge wasn't there before, was it? How many boats is it now? But he can't fucking think. He doesn't know whether that was boat two or three or five thousand—all he knows is that he wants is to come down Ilya's throat and then wants Ilya to fuck him, nevermind the stupid boats on the stupid fucking—
Three, he counts. 
There was the ferry, then a red tugboat, so the barge makes three. 
Ilya pulls off, murmuring Russian words into Shane's skin—too low for him to even try and catch any, but Ilya sounds so soft for Shane as he kisses the tip of his dick, worrying at the slit for a second before moving to the sensitive skin where thigh meets groin, sliding further down to where his fingers are spreading Shane open and then licking his tongue inside with a satisfied noise.
Shane flinches, but Ilya's hands on his hips keep him tethered to Earth.
“Ilya—fuck–”
“Shh, solnyshko. You count the boats like a good boy, and let me play with my toy, yes?” he says without moving an inch, Shane's body feeling feverish and taut like a bowstring as Ilya keeps fucking his tongue and his fingers in and out of Shane's ass like there's nothing else he's planning on doing with his evening.
Shane reaches out blindly for any part of Ilya he can touch, finds Ilya’s hair and grips it tight, pulling at the roots as he swallows around the arousal scalding his throat, telling himself he's not going to come. 
He will count the boats all night, if Ilya asks him to, because he's Ilya's good boy, Ilya's toy, and Ilya deserves to play with him as much as he wants.
He gentles his hold on Ilya's hair, petting him once before letting his hand fall to the side and focusing on the view again. 
He counts another tugboat moving along the Hudson, four.
—
“Is everything okay?” Shane asks when Ilya's phone lights up with a call from Alexei for the fifth time in as many minutes. 
Shane doesn’t know that name, but it doesn’t take Nancy Drew to make an educated guess as to the name being Russian—which probably means it’s someone from Ilya’s family, which historically is one of the worst topics between them. 
Ilya makes a displeased noise, pushing the phone away with his hand so it slides a few feet along the floor and away from their nest of blankets and pillows. “Is just my brother,” he says, shifting on top of Shane to wedge his face more tightly into the crook of his neck. 
Did I know he has a brother? Shane thinks with a frown, hand sliding up into Ilya's hair to play with his curls.
They're still lying in front of the windows, but a little while ago Ilya had gotten up to bring the stained blanket to Shane’s laundry room and to grab them water from the fridge, so Shane had taken advantage of the break by turning on the heated panels in the floor. As a result, they're both still naked and—more importantly—Ilya is lying fully on top of him like a 215 pound weighted blanket, keeping him from floating away too much with the occasional kiss. 
“You can answer if you want?” Shane says once the phone starts buzzing again, feeling anxious by proxy because what the fuck? The guy is just not accepting that Ilya isn’t picking up, so it’s got to be something serious, right? “Maybe it's important?”
“Is not,” Ilya says, but Shane can feel the mounting tension in the line of his back, so he's not surprised when Ilya lifts up on his elbows, casting a disgruntled glance at where the phone is lying in the middle of the living room. “Fuck. Give me a minute.”
Shane kisses his arm as Ilya gets up, “Take all the time you need.”
Ilya throws one of the blankets around himself and gets out on the balcony. Shane doesn't want to pry, but not looking at Ilya is always something of a Herculean effort, so from his position on the floor he looks, and understands this is most definitely not a courtesy call. 
He watches as all of Ilya's softness turns into angles that grow sharper with each minute he spends on the phone, and immediately decides he hates Alexei, brother or not. 
Shane keeps his eyes on Ilya all the while, catalogues the way the other wraps the blanket more tightly against him and looks up at the sky, notes the agitated beat he’s drumming into the railing with his fingers, and tries to think of something to say to him once he gets back, but comes up spectacularly empty. 
Ilya had looked so relaxed after he’d made Shane come twice, a sated smile on his face as he folded the blanket out of the way so Shane wouldn’t lie in the wet spot. He'd knelt over Shane’s chest then, finished himself off on Shane’s face, played connect-the-dots with his freckles, rubbing his spent into Shane’s face with pride before sliding his fingers into Shane’s mouth to clean them up. 
By now, Shane knows that there are very clear labels for the way he and Ilya like to be together. 
For the way his body lights up and reacts to commands and praise before his brain does, the way he’s always so at peace on his knees, the way Ilya always goes boneless after sex but is so controlled and domineering during, even vicious and rough at times, physical in a way that Shane should probably find scary instead of reassuring.
Of course, he’s never really dared looking at any label too closely, afraid it might tell him something about himself he isn't ready to confront yet.
The more he watches Ilya right now, though, the more he sees Ilya’s face grow dark and tight, spine ramrod straight, the more he comes to realize how maybe the inside of Ilya’s mind might not be as quiet and orderly as he’d once thought.
It probably wasn’t loud in the same way as Shane’s own head was, but maybe Ilya needed the control just as much as Shane liked giving it up—and it stunned him to think that he and his body were able to do for Ilya even a fraction of what Ilya did for him. 
Outside, Ilya hangs up the call, and there’s a split second where Shane reads the intent so clearly it might as well be set in print—Ilya wants to shoot the messenger and throw his phone off into the Financial District. 
In the end, though, he doesn’t; he walks back inside, shucks off the blanket, and looms over Shane with an outstretched hand. 
“Let's watch something,” he says, a bit too bright and forced given the rigid set of his shoulders. 
Shane wants to say something, but Ilya's looking at him with a pleading, almost panicked expression, silently begging him to drop it, so Shane doesn't say anything, and vows to try and bring the softness back as soon as possible.
—
“Okay, I believe you,” Shane concedes after double checking the DoesTheDogDie entry and related comments for Alien (1979), and confirming that Jonesy does not, in fact, die a gruesome death by xenomorph. 
It’s not that he doesn’t trust Ilya, but he can’t watch animals die like that, even if it’s just pretend-death in a movie. 
Humans? Sure, whatever. 
Animals? Never.
“Fucking finally,” Ilya says, all but grabbing Shane by the waist and arranging them both so Ilya's wedged in between Shane and the couch. He wraps his arms around Shane, nosing the crown of his hair before tucking Shane's head under his chin. 
On the topic of felines, Shane may or may not be purring under the ministrations, because if there's one thing that this new type of intimacy with Ilya has taught him is that they are both absolute sluts for a little cuddle. 
When Ilya massaging his scalp, Shane lets himself relax completely and gets lost in the story for a solid forty minutes—a veritable record—before something starts tugging at his consciousness, because he’s here, once again in Ilya’s arms, watching space people make stupid mistakes, and he kinda—he kinda needs to know. 
Maybe not the time and place, but the crew of the Nostromo is sitting down to eat space spaghetti, so it’s not like something huge is gonna happen right now in the movie, no? They can afford a little detour while the crew eats dinner. 
“What are we?” he asks—right as a tiny dick with teeth explodes from Kane’s chest. 
Oh, Shane thinks. I was not expecting that. 
Ilya is silent for a very pregnant second before he sighs and tips forward, grabbing the remote to pause the film on the exact frame where the tiny feral dick scurries away like a muppet. 
In pure Rozanov style, he comes out the gate swinging: “I guess ‘hockey players’ is maybe not answer you're looking for?” 
Shane doesn't even bother answering, just pinches Ilya's arm where it rests against his chest, “I'm serious. Are you my… boyfriend?” He’s once again appalled at the stupidity of the word because yes, Ilya is a boy, and his friend, so technically he’s Shane’s boyfriend, but the word sounds like they’re fourteen and in a CW show—it makes him feel ridiculous. 
“I thought I was your Russian,” Ilya deadpans.
Shane rolls his eyes, considering; “Well, yes, but what do I call you when people ask?”
“‘Ilya’? Took you six years to learn it, might as well use it.”
Shane wiggles around until he's facing the other, “Sure, I say ‘Ilya bought me flowers,’ and then we have an international incident on our hands. I can't use your name, people would find out.”
Ilya frowns, “What people? Who is asking?”
“Well,” he says, “Last week Danya asked–”
“Danya?! Who the fuck is Danya?” 
Ilya has gone completely rigid, one of his hands shooting out to grab Shane's chin and force him to look into Ilya’s eyes. He's looking at Shane like someone just told him ownership of sports cars has become illegal in the state of Massachusetts.
Sheer, undiluted panic. 
What the fuck, Shane thinks worriedly before sitting up and framing Ilya's face with his hands, trying to figure out what's wrong, “Are you okay? What happened?”
“Who the fuck is Danya,” Ilya spits out. “I'm not fucking around, Hollander—tell me now.”
Shane blinks, “Uh, Orlov? My rookie? Daniil?”
Ilya's panic morphs into unadulterated rage, and if Shane wasn't starting to freak out he'd probably find it at least a little bit hot, like he always does when Ilya gets a bit aloof and mean with him.
“Your rookie? You are General Manager now? And why the fuck is he Danya?” He spits out the name like it's poison, and Shane's brain finally catches on.
Oh, he thinks.
“Ilya,” he says, “Ilyusha,” and absolutely does not preen at the way Ilya's face goes completely blank for a second before a soft blush starts creeping up his neck. “Orlov is just a rookie. He's not mine. He taught me some nicknames I could use with my—with my Russian…boyfriend.”
“He is not yours?”
“Nope,” Shane says, finally feeling on solid ground as he leans forward to shower Ilya's face with kisses—tiny pecks everywhere he can reach, before stopping at his mouth, and murmuring, “But you know who is?” 
“Who?” Ilya tries to say, but the word comes out half whispered and broken. He clears his throat before asking again; “Who?”
Shane kisses him fully then, deep and slow as he says, “You are, Ilyushka.”
He feels Ilya's hands spasm where they're tight on Shane's waist, squeezing him almost painfully before sliding up Shane's back and dragging him forward into an even deeper kiss that's more tongue and teeth than anything else.
“Good,” Ilya murmurs against Shane's lips once he pulls back for air, spit stretching between them like toffee before Ilya licks it away and looks straight into Shane's eyes, “For a minute there I almost worried.”
Shane smiles, biting back the sarcastic retort he's dying to make, and lets himself be kissed absolutely stupid by his Russian instead. 
—
March 2016
Saturday, 06:24 a.m. 
56 Leonard
New York



“Good morning,” Ilya says a split second before Shane realizes that the reason he woke up is not that he felt too hot, but rather that he felt too hot because Ilya was lying on top of him—a solid weight pushing him facedown into the mattress as two of his fingers trace the rim of Shane's still tender hole, lighting up his skin with electricity. 
“Myowneeng?” he tries, and Ilya chuckles, nose brushing against Shane’s ear before pressing a kiss along the shell. 
Ilya brings his hand up to Shane’s lips then, fingers rubbing against the bottom one before he says, “Open,” two digits immediately sliding into his mouth as Shane complies. Ilya makes a satisfied noise, pumps his fingers in and out of Shane’s mouth a couple of times before pressing them in fully, all the way to the back of Shane’s throat. 
Shane moans, the hand not pinned under him groping along Ilya’s frame until he’s grabbing the meat of Ilya’s thigh, scratching his nails along its length. He almost gags, and Ilya’s teeth graze his neck in reward. 
“Good,” he says as he takes his fingers out of Shane's mouth, moves them back to his ass and spreads the wetness around before pressing both fingers in at once, Shane’s breath catching as his body tries to simultaneously relax into and get away from the intrusion. 
Ilya laughs cruelly, leg moving to cover Shane’s, pinning him down, “Where do you think you’re going?” 
“I’m not–,” says Shane, arching his back as much as Ilya’s hold allows him to, pushing his ass back to take more of Ilya’s fingers to prove he’s not going anywhere, gasping when he feels them scissor inside him, spreading him open again even though he’s still a little sore from last night. 
“‘M not,” he tries again, molasses-slow like he’s still asleep and not being burned alive from the inside. 
In a heartbreaking turn of events, Ilya’s fingers disappear, Shane whining in protest as he’s pushed back into the pillows, “‘M sorry, I’ll be—I’ll be good, please come back—” he begs, before Ilya’s open palm strikes him where his thigh meets his ass. Shane lets out a shocked gasp that turns into a moan as he uses his next breath to say, “Yes—Ilya, yes.”
Ilya doesn’t seem interested in hitting him again though, because he bites the meat of Shane's ass viciously, before using both hands to spread his cheeks apart and spit against his hole, telling him, “Don’t move,” as Shane completely forgets how to breathe. 
A part of his brain is still clinging to rational thought, and all it can think about is a litany of yes, yes, yesyesyes—because Ilya is mean, this morning, he’s mean, and Shane loves it when–
Another blow lands directly on top of the first one, and Shane moans a half-broken noise before the hand that’s not fucking him open tangles in Shane’s hair, yanking him back until his head’s bent as far backwards as it will go, throat exposed to the predator in the room. 
“I say don’t fucking move—you’re so dumb you can’t even follow instructions?” he takes his fingers out of Shane’s ass to grab his chin, twisting his face sideways and leaning forward until Shane can look at his face. 
It’s a mistake, because Ilya is framed in the soft blue hues of pre-dawn light, and looking at him hurts, but Shane wants to be good, wants to be so good so Ilya will use him, so he looks, he lets his eyes trace along the razor-sharp line of Ilya’s jaw, up to the dark pools of his eyes.
“‘M sorry,” he slurs, breath coming in short puffs. 
Ilya uses his hold on Shane’s hair to shake him roughly, grip painful enough to make him yelp a little while his thoughts spill over inside his head and rattle around helplessly, “Speak clear,” Ilya says, gripping his chin more tightly. 
Shane clears his throat, “I’m sorry,” he says again. “I won’t—I won’t move again, please don’t—don’t go, please fuck me,” he finishes, voice breaking on the last couple of words. 
Ilya hums, patting Shane’s face condescendingly, “Good fucking whore,” he says, and Shane can’t help it, he moans again, and fuck, that's not a normal reaction, is it? Fuck. 
He doesn’t care.
He tries to nod against the tight grip Ilya has on his hair, and is rewarded for his efforts by three of Ilya’s fingers sliding back into his mouth. “Get them wet. Spit is all you get,” he says with detachment, as if he hasn’t just started another wildfire inside Shane’s body. 
He does his best, swirling his tongue around every crevice of Ilya's fingers and letting saliva pool in his mouth until it dribbles out messily as Ilya starts fucking them back in and out of his mouth again. 
“So fucking hot for it,” Ilya says as his eyes roam hungrily all over Shane’s face, “Bet you’re fucking wet for me too.” 
Shane hadn't really noticed before, but now that Ilya’s said it he’s keenly aware of the wet spot under him, wants to grind against it but knows not to move, so he whines as he looks at Ilya, nods and tries to say “Please” around the fingers in his mouth. 
Ilya laughs at him, and Shane’s brain short-circuits for a second, conflicting sparks of humiliation and want fizzing up along his synapses as Ilya says, “Good boys don’t talk with their mouth full,” then pushes his fingers deeper into Shane’s mouth until he’s gagging. 
Please, he thinks, pleasepleasepleaseple–
He must miss a couple of seconds then, because when he blinks back into himself Ilya has three fingers in his ass, keeping him open as his other hand pushes Shane’s head into the pillows. His breathing is so ragged it sounds like he’s just gone a double shift on the ice, the only other sounds in the room the obscene squelching Ilya’s fingers make as they fuck in and out of Shane, and then a noise like a bottle of something being opened. 
Shane frowns, wants to move around to locate the source of the noise, but then he feels a glob of what has to be lube hit his crack, and he chokes out a sob, because no, no, Ilya said—Ilya said he wasn’t gonna get—and lube means he’d done it wrong, he wasn’t good enough, he—fuck, he did it wrong, he really was just a dumb whore who couldn’t even—
Ilya leans over him, pressing a kiss against the corner of his lips, “Shh, luchik, is okay,” he says, licking the tears away from Shane’s face, “You did good, so good for me.” 
He shakes his head, tries to hide his face into the pillow, but Ilya fists his hair again, keeps him where he is, exposed and wrong, and—
“Don’t want to hurt you, sweetheart,” Ilya explains softly, voice at odds with the vicious grip he has on Shane’s hair. “Let me do this right,” he says, his fingers leaving Shane as he lines himself up against his hole. 
Shane moans, teary eyes looking up at Ilya, and whatever he sees there makes Ilya’s jaw clench and his eyes grow darker still, makes him yank Shane’s hair again as he says, “Now stop fucking whining and take my cock,” and yeah, okay—Shane can do that. 
—
“How are you liking all the windows?” Ilya asks as he walks back into the room holding two of Michi’s color-coded breakfast bowls, a bottle of orange juice, and two glasses. 
Shane makes to sit up against the pillows, but Ilya stops him with a hand on his shoulder, sliding in between Shane and the headboard before bodily dragging Shane to sit back against his chest. He settles in and lets out a little content hum, grabbing a glass and the juice, “Not so much. Kinda want to put up some curtains at times,” he says as Ilya chuckles, kissing the side of his head. 
“Thought so,” Ilya teases before taking Shane’s earlobe between his teeth, “But you looked so hot lying there in front of the city.”
Shane hums, looking down at his breakfast and nibbling an oatmeal bar. He knows the windows are tinted, he’d even gone outside on the balcony the day after arriving to make sure, but in the heat of the moment pretending someone with a telescope or really good binoculars could see them had done nothing but contribute to the way Ilya’s touches were melting his brain out of his ears.
He chews through a handful of apple slices before grabbing Ilya’s guide and his notebook from the bedside table. “What do you want to do today? I wrote down some options,” he says, opening the notebook to the Can Do page and holding it down so Ilya can read.  
There's a long pause, before Ilya clears his throat, “You want to go outside?” 
“Um,” he frowns. Is he not supposed to? “I looked at your red tabs on the guide and thought maybe we could… but—we don't have to do any of this, it was just—an idea. You’re the guest, you decide what to do,” he finishes with what he hopes is a nonchalant shrug. 
Ilya’s hand covers his where it rests on the notebook, “I want. I didn’t think you would. There’s people outside,” he adds like an afterthought. 
Shane tilts his head, letting it rest against Ilya’s shoulder so he can look up at the other, “There are eight-point-five million people outside. Well—a little less depending on where we go, but still. I think we can get ice cream from that place you wanted without ending up on ESPN for… for colluding over a waffle bowl, no?”
He doesn't know what he’s said that’s done it, but Ilya’s eyes go unfocused and a little glassy for a moment before he blinks and looks away. Shane watches his Adam’s apple bob up and down as Ilya works through whatever he’s thinking about at that moment. 
Did Shane mess up? Ilya’s reaction didn’t feel like he’d messed up, but maybe… maybe Ilya had just planned on staying inside all weekend? Maybe even being spotted in the same city could be a problem for him—Shane shouldn’t have asked, that was stupid of– 
“I hear you think,” Ilya says, brushing his lips against Shane’s forehead before saying, “Yes, we can do ice cream.” 
Shane clears his throat, “And… it will be okay for… Russia? If someone sees us getting ice cream?” 
Ilya shrugs, “I don’t care. Is just ice cream.”
Shane bites his lip, nodding, “Okay then. Uh, which of these do you want to–”
“16 Handles,” Ilya says, now visibly excited. “Let's do that one. And ducks. In Hudson River Park.” 
Shane smiles and says, “I have sweetcorn and oats.” 
Ilya raises an eyebrow, “Pretty sure they have their own toppings, but okay. You do you, luchik.” 
“Asshole,” Shane snorts, “It’s for the fucking ducks. You’re not supposed to feed them bread, you know?” 
Ilya smiles, wrapping his arms around Shane and kissing the line of his jaw, “Okay, then we will feed them sweetcorn and oats,” he says, stealing an apple slice from Shane’s bowl and watching as Shane carefully circles each chosen activity in pen on his notebook. 
—
In the end, Shane has to admit to himself that, eight-point-five million people or not, he’s still scared as shit at the thought of being photographed with Ilya while they get ice cream. 
It's not so much the potential match-fixing allegations that are giving him pause, but the fact that he’s the only out player in the whole league, and that he and Ilya have never acted friendly in public ever, so whatever story the media decided to spin, it would inevitably end up circling the topic until someone was brave—or stupid, depending on which side of the fence you stood—enough to straight up ask whether he and Ilya were just getting ice cream, or whether the ice cream was a front for something else.
And Shane was definitely not ready to deal with that.
He’d given himself the entire fifteen minutes in the shower to calm down, but when his brain was still spinning, Shane had walked up to Ilya and… frozen. Because Ilya was sitting in bed, reading through the Can Do page, and smiling down at the notebook with a tender expression, eyes crinkling, and Shane was a monster for even thinking about cancelling their date. 
Ilya wasn’t stupid—he knew what people would say if someone took a picture. But he didn't seem all that worried—and if Ilya wasn’t worried, why should he be? 
He’d been talking a big game to himself, in the days leading up to the weekend, and had believed every single thing he’d told himself. Maybe the fear didn’t just magically go away, but if there was one thing he’d learned about himself over the past two weeks, it was that he was more than what his brain made him out to be. 
So fuck his brain, Shane was going to pick an outfit, he was going to take his Russian’s hand, and was going to go out in New York and get whatever ice cream Ilya wanted.  
He picks out the most nondescript pair of sweats-and-hoodie combo he can find in his closet, a logo-less black ball cap, and a pair of black Ray-Bans. It’s pretty much his go-to outfit anyway—except for the lack of visible branding—so he doesn’t feel uncomfortable or anything, it’s just… when he looks at himself in the mirror, he kinda looks like the Unabomber. 
And these are his normal, everyday clothes. 
Maybe Rose really had a point, in wanting to take him shopping. 
“You ready?” Ilya says, leaning against the walk-in closet’s sliding door. He’s also incognito—or as incognito as two two-hundred-plus-pounds hockey players can be anyway—but he looks decidedly better than Shane. His sweatpants are a little bit shiny, with what seem to be tiny Gs printed all over the silky fabric. His sweatshirt literally says GUCCI on the front in gigantic print that can probably be detected from space, and when Shane draws him close to touch him, the fabric feels so soft against his skin that he kinda wants to swap and wear Ilya’s clothes instead. 
Ilya completes the look with a coordinated Gucci baseball hat that he decides to wear backwards just to torment Shane, and a pair of bulky Gucci sunglasses with—Shane really hopes those aren’t diamonds—all along the temples, all the way to the tips. 
“Did you get a brand deal or something?” he asks. 
“No, is just a bunch of stuff from Sveta. She is obsessed with Gucci, says Alessandro Michele is a god among men. Buys me this stuff every fucking holiday.”
“Right,” says Shane, who understood about two-percent of that whole sentence, and is currently busy biting his tongue so he doesn't say something stupid and out of place like, ‘Who the fuck is Sveta, and shouldn't she be Connors’ problem now?’ but they’re supposed to go get ice cream and feed the ducks in Hudson River Park, so he’s not going to pick up a fight now, not after he’s almost called the whole thing off despite Ilya looking like he just casually stepped off a Milan runway. 
Shane takes a deep breath, looking at Ilya’s outstretched hand, and takes it with a smile that he hopes looks sufficiently unbothered. 
Whoever this Sveta was, she sure wasn’t in Shane’s Hollander closet holding Ilya Rozanov’s hand, so she couldn’t be that important after all. 
—
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Shane frowns, tapping through twelve separate screenshots of JJ arguing with Ranchers fans on Twitter, saying things like “fuck u. hockey is a CONTACT SPORT” and sending gifs of Kanye West shrugging in response to people’s links to Dutton’s wife’s Instagram post.  
In it, she confirms Dutton has been diagnosed with a severe concussion, and remains under the care of his neurological team. Shane winces as he reads the rest of the statement; Dutton is obviously out until next season, and will spend time recovering at home with his family, in the privacy of their own Montana ranch. 
“We are very thankful for the outpouring of solidarity that has reached us,” writes Monica Dutton under a carousel of highlights from Dutton and the Ranchers’ season, and asks the NHL’s Department of Player Safety to “ensure what happened is taken seriously and that appropriate action is taken”.
He debates for a few seconds whether liking the post would generate even more stupid questions from the press, but ultimately decides there are more important things than random ESPN journalists trying to get a reaction from him, and likes the post anyway, wishing Dutton a speedy recovery in the comments. 



Shane
Do you know what’s happening with him? 
 
Hayd
Best case scenario? 
Angry and flipping out over losing the C to nannycam enthusiast POS…
 
Shane 
And the worst case scenario? 
 
Hayd
Shane
You know what the worst case scenario is 
 
Shane
Yeah
Okay
What do we do? 



He’s still looking at the screen, feet pushing back against Ilya’s where they rest on the couch, when Hayden calls him. 
“We are not going to do anything,” he says in greeting. 
“Hayden–”

“No, listen to me. I have tried. You have tried. Fuck, even Jackie tried. You can't help someone who doesn't want to be helped.”
Shane brings his thumb up to his mouth to worry at a hangnail, and Ilya's feet wiggle against his in response. When he looks up, Ilya is still holding Shane's copy of Lustful Sunrise, but has now stopped reading in favor of looking at Shane. 
“He's not doing well,” he says into the phone. He feels cold all of a sudden, so he scoots down the couch until he can tuck his feet under Ilya's thighs. 
“Yeah, no shit. The fuck do you want me to do about it?”
“Nothing,” Shane snaps, “I don't want you to do anything. I'm just saying JJ's our friend, and–”
“Is he?” Hayden's tone is challenging, daring Shane to dissent. “Because let me tell you, I haven't really felt the friendship over the past couple of weeks. Not when my wife was getting harassed on Instagram, and not when I nuked my career to get the fuck out of dodge.” 
Shane makes a pained noise in the back of his throat, and one of Ilya's hands immediately goes to his foot, wrapping around it and kneading the sole gently. He looks up at Ilya again, and tries for a reassuring smile that absolutely does not fool Ilya, who simply raises an eyebrow in response. 
“I know,” Shane says into the phone as he tilts against the same windmill for the umpteenth time, seemingly incapable of dropping it even when all evidence supports him doing so, “But I don't think he has anyone?”
On the other end of the line, Hayden snorts, “Fucking wonder why,” he grumbles. “Look, buddy, I don't wanna talk about him anymore, okay? I have better things to do—and so do you, if whatever crazy charades Jackie's miming mean what I think they mean. In fac—don—Jaqueline Abigael Fleury, stop the—no you can’t fucking speak with Rozanov, what the fuck? Sto–”
Shane’s smile turns genuine as he rises up to his knees and pushes Ilya’s knees apart so he can lie down between them and nose along the bolt of Ilya’s jaw. “Hi, Jackjack,” he says. 
“Hey babes—I just wanted to say—I just wanted to say that I went to JJ’s condo yesterday, but he refused to let me in.” 
“Oh,” he says, disheartened even as Ilya’s arms wrap around him and one of his hands starts scratching at Shane’s scalp. “Did he say why?” 
“Heh,” she says. “To be honest he just told me to fuck off. Didn’t really stick around for the rest. I can try again tomorrow if you want?”
Shane hums, “No, it’s okay. I’m sorry,” he adds, smiling at the grumble Ilya makes above him, and the accompanying ‘fucking Canadians’ he says almost straight into the phone. 
Jackie gasps, “Is that him?” 
“No, it’s just some dude I picked up at a bar,” Shane laughs at Ilya’s eyeroll and the ensuing nibble he gets on the tip of his ear. 
“Oooooh, can I talk to him? Pretty please? I wanna ask him about—Hayden!” 
“Goodbye, Shane and dude-with-terrible-taste-in-Fast-and-Furious-movies,” Hayden almost screams into the phone before hanging up. Shane laughs, dropping the phone off to the side.
“What did she want to ask?” 
“Probably something about Martine Drapeau’s babydoll,” he muses.
“Who?” 
“Read your book,” Shane grabs Lustful Sunrise from where it’s wedged against his scapula and hands it back to Ilya. “I’m gonna take a nap.” 
Ilya kisses the top of his head, flipping pages until he’s back to the earmarked one. “Okay. I want to know what happens when Jonas finds out it was Belinda June all along, then we can do something.” he says. 
Shane snorts, “Belinda June?!”
“Yes. B.J. for friends.” 
“Good god,” he says, nuzzling into Ilya’s neck and closing his eyes. 
—
There is a space, a tiny little room inside himself. It's not much really—more of a cupboard than a proper room, if you wanted to be technical about it. You could maybe fit your vacuum cleaner in it, and not much else. 
But Shane has spent twenty-four years filling it with things, cramming them inside so tightly packed there was always danger of something spilling out every time he dared to open the door. 
He's made sure to keep the lights off in there, so it would be impossible to peer through the keyhole and make out even a vague shape of all those things he'd meticulously shelved there. He’s spent time performing rigorous maintenance on the door, oiling the hinges and checking the grain after a rainstorm to make sure the wood wasn't bent out of shape. 
He’s cared for this little cupboard as if his life depended on it—and it had, up to a point. 
The thing is, though, that despite his best efforts it now feels like the door isn't closing all the way anymore. 
It’s always sticking at the last second, leaving maybe an inch of space between the frame and the wood itself. It wasn't a lot of wiggle room, mind you… but it was enough for all the clutter on the shelves to be visible now, if you brought your own light with you and held it up to the darkness. 
And sure, he would still take care to fix the cracks in the wood, and stock up on WD-40, and revarnish the surface, but maybe—maybe he wouldn't fix the gap. Maybe he'd just let the door ajar, and wait patiently next to it, see if someone meandered over and asked to take a peek.
It was almost laughable, how easy it was to see the things inside, if you really wanted to. 
You only had to look. 
And Shane only had to let you. 
—
March 2016
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“You forgot this,” Shane says as Ilya zips up his overnight bag.
“Is for you,” he shrugs. 
Shane looks down at the Gucci sweatshirt he's holding out in the space between them, “For me?”
Ilya hums, “Is soft, you like soft.”
“I do,” he murmurs.
Maybe it was tacky, to want to keep a sweatshirt that one of Ilya's previous hookups had given him, but Ilya had worn the stupid thing almost all day on Saturday, and then this morning when he'd left Shane asleep in bed to go out and get them breakfast, so now the sweatshirt smelled like Ilya, and Shane kinda hated himself for it but he knew he wasn't gonna wash it anytime soon—was probably going to sleep curled up around it just so he could stick his nose inside the fabric and try to trick his brain into making him dream of Ilya.
“Okay,” he says, mind made up, “Thank you.” He folds the sweatshirt and puts it on his pillow, then bends down to retrieve the box from where he’d wedged it that morning, in the space between his side of the bed and the nightstand; “I have something for you, too.”
Ilya looks up at him, surprise written all over his face as he takes in the small metal box in Shane's hands, “What's that?” 
“It's for you,” he says, placing it on top of Ilya's bag.
Ilya twists the key in the lock and lifts the lid, mouth opening in a silent O as he picks up the first polaroid, one Shane had quietly taken after Ilya had fallen asleep on Friday. In it, they're cuddling on the couch, Ilya's nose smushed into Shane's cheek and hand tangled in Shane's hair at his nape.
He'd been almost scared Ilya would wake up at the bright light and loud click of the shutter, but Ilya had just made a sleepy, grumbling noise that Shane would take to his grave, smacked his lips and hid his face more tightly in the curve of Shane's neck. 
“You said… you said you kept the awards selfies because you don't have any pictures of me—of us, so I… took some.” 
Ilya's eyes widen as he picks up more and more polaroids from the box, murmuring a heartfelt fuck me as he looks at a particularly inspired photo of Shane sinking down on his dildo, eyes shining and chest flushed as he looks straight into the camera.
“How many…?”
“Um,” Shane says, fidgeting with his bracelet a little as Ilya keeps rifling through the box, “It was technically one hundred, but some of them weren't good so I got rid of them.”
Ilya's head snaps up so fast Shane fears for the safety of his cervical muscles, “What you mean you got rid—those are mine!”
He laughs at Ilya’s affronted expression, “They were really bad, just me figuring out angles and how the camera works. It’s like, fifteen, twenty pictures, tops.” 
“Where is camera? You owe me twenty fucking pictures, come on Hollander, I don’t have all day—” he sets the box back on the duffel bag, but it falls off and clatters to the floor upside down, pictures sliding everywhere. Ilya curses and bends down to pick it up, pausing as he takes in the key Shane had taped to the bottom of the box, hidden under all the filthy polaroids. 
It should probably be intimidating, how Ilya’s face goes blank, body perfectly still. But Shane knows Ilya—maybe not all of him yet, but he knows what Ilya looks like when he’s already fifteen steps ahead, already understanding what he’s seeing but choosing not to make an assumption. 
“You already gave me GlassKey to your apartment,” he says, unsticking the brass key from the box and holding it in his palm. “What is this for?”
Shane clears his throat, “I looked up what’s halfway between New York and Boston,” he says, an abridged version of the hours he’d spent tabbing between Google Maps and Google, looking up each city that littered the area he’d deemed halfway enough so that neither he nor Ilya would have to spend too long on the road to see each other. 
“Oh?”
“Yeah. Turns out, it’s Hartford.”
Ilya’s still not looking at him, eyes fixed on the key, voice almost completely gone as he says, “Shane, what key is this?” 
“It’s for a house I bought in Hartford… for… for our house in Hartford.” He waits until Ilya looks up at him, pale and wide-eyed. “What are we gonna do, keep booking hotels? Live off room service and shit pay per view? I don’t want that anymore—I don’t just want a weekend here or there with you, Ilya…” Shane raises a hand when the other opens his mouth to speak, “I know, I know it sounds fucking stupid because I chose New York when I could have come to Boston–”
“Is not stupid,” Ilya says dazedly, eyes flitting back to the key like it somehow holds the secrets of the universe. 
Shane bites his lip, trying not to lose his nerve—it was a good idea. Even his financial advisor had said so. “I thought maybe… I thought I could get this place for us, you know? And we could… make it ours.” Ilya’s quiet, his lips forming shapes of words Shane can’t hear or understand. “It’s about two hours from Boston to Hartford, and maybe this way we can see each other a bit more often? I thought… I thought maybe I could stay there a few nights a week?”
“Commute is long,” Ilya says in a flat tone. 
He hums, “Not that long, just 156 km.” Ilya shakes his head, and—okay, this is not the reaction he’d been hoping for, but Shane was ready for it. It might have been a good idea on paper, sure, but this was probably why people talked to each other before getting a discreet real estate agent and vetting properties in between drives to and from practice, sitting shotgun in Nathan Drake’s car. 
No matter. The mistake was his, not Ilya’s. 
“Ilya,” Shane says, wrapping his fingers around Ilya’s wrist and squeezing three times in their universal ‘you’re safe’ gesture. “It’s okay if you’re not okay with it,” he says with a small smile once Ilya looks back at him. 
“Do you understand…” Ilya says, “A house is… is big, is not just boyfriend, is… more.” 
Shane snorts, but not unkindly. “Ilya, I love you but you can be a bit of an idiot sometimes. I know a house is big—I’m saying I want that. I want big.” Ilya’s unblinking stare is starting to unnerve him, so he shifts on his feet and withdraws his hand from Ilya’s wrist. “What, no… no size queen joke this time?” 
Ilya shakes his head no, and just keeps looking at him, searching Shane’s face. Okay, maybe the fuck-up hadn’t been as small as Shane thought. Maybe this was really big fuck-up territory. 
Fuck. 
“I—I know I should have talked to you beforehand, that was stupid of me, but I—I kinda wanted to surprise you,” he says with a tilt of his shoulder, hoping he sounds more nonchalant than anxious because Ilya hasn't said a fucking word in like, two minutes? That has to be some kind of record, right? 
“I’m sorry,” he says, wincing when Ilya's gaze goes sharp—that might be Ilya's least favourite word combination, but it wasn't Shane's fault that he was polite and prone to self-flagellation, fuck, “We can sell it—I mean, I can sell it, or rent it out, or whatever—it's okay if you don't want it, I'm sorr–”
One of Ilya's hands flies to his face and covers his mouth, muffling the rest of the apology as Ilya scoffs, “Shane, I love you but you can be idiot sometimes. Not even little bit—full idiot. I want it,” he says, hand moving to frame Shane’s face, his thumb rubbing across Shane’s freckles like he’s trying to make sure they’re still there. 
Shane clears his throat, “Okay,” he says, “Then… what’s the problem? Is there a problem?” 
Ilya drops his hand, and Shane has to physically restrain himself for reaching out for it and bring it back to his face, because Ilya’s clenching and unclenching his jaw, almost as if he wants to say something but the wrong words are trying to come out and he doesn’t want them to. 
After a couple of seconds, Ilya says: “What if we fight?” 
Shane frowns, “If we fight… we make up?” 
“What if we don’t,” Ilya says forcefully as his eyes pierce Shane’s. 
Oh, he thinks, catching on. 
He takes a deep breath, reaching out to hold Ilya’s hand as he says, “I think that if we fight and… and it looks like maybe we are not going to make up? I think maybe we can… talk about it before that happens,” he keeps his tone light, gentle even as Ilya’s fingers tighten in his like a vice. “Maybe we… we tell each other when we do things that can maybe lead to… to not making up?”
“Will be hard for you,” Ilya says, voice scratchy, “You like everything I do.”
Shane rolls his eyes, “Yes I am completely ensnared by your European charm, but in the remote and highly unlikely event you ever do something I don't like—then I'll tell you before it gets to the point that we… can't make up over it. And you do the same when I do something you don't like.”
“And we use this,” Ilya says, lifting up the key.
“Yes.”
“Big house?”
He shakes his head, “Not super big. Just two bedrooms. But it has a private entrance and hedges all around. Very quiet cul-de-sac, small yard. Looks nice and boring, I went there once after practice to check if Google was right about the ETA.” 
Ilya hums, “Two bedrooms?”
“I thought maybe… if we have guests,” Shane takes a page out of Ilya’s book, scrolling his shoulders and trying to make it sound like it’s not a big deal, like he hasn’t spent hours on Skype with Jackie’s designer to define exactly what shade of birch the kitchen cabinets should look like. 
“You want to invite guests in our fuck house?”
He pinches Ilya’s nipple, eliciting a squeak Shane is definitely going to tease him about later, “It's not a—a fuck house, it's a—it's a meet-me-halfway house. Wait, that doesn't sound right, does it. Um—it’s just. It's just our house, how about that. Sure, we can fuck in it–”
“Oh can we,” Ilya drawls, finally sounding like himself again. 
“We will definitely fuck in it,” Shane barrels through, “And then we can… I don't know. put pictures up on the fridge or something, without worrying that your teammates or my concierge staff will see them.” 
Ilya snorts, “Wow. Your concierge staff. Fame is getting to your head.”
Shane rolls his eyes, “We can do laundry,” he says.
“Laundry.”
“Yes, like… I made sure there was a laundry room, you know? A proper one. I like laundry, it's—it's relaxing. Soothing,” he says, feeling a bit stupid as he tries not to overexplain his love affair with sorting clothes and measuring out detergent. 
Ilya’s eyebrows disappear into his forehead, “You want us to do laundry? Together?”
Shane bites his lip, “Is that too boring? I mean, I can do the laundry by myself and you can—you can watch, I guess?”
Ilya looks completely devastated as he clutches a hand to his chest, “Fuck—Shane that's gonna get me so hard.”
“Oh shut up,” he says, pushing Ilya until he falls backwards onto the bed, and crawling on top of him to sit in his lap. 
“I'm serious,” Ilya laughs, “You will wear pajamas to bed? Real ones, with shirt and pants with like little stripes and buttons–”
“We’ve slept together before, you know I don–”
“I'll buy you pajamas. Fuck. One new pair for every day of the week,” Ilya drags his hands up Shane’s arms, framing his collarbone as he looks straight into Shane’s eyes, “And rubber gloves for when you do dishes. Naked.”
“There is literally a dishwasher,” he tries, but Ilya shakes him a little, so he stops talking. 
“No, shut up—this is my fantasy now. I will buy you lifetime subscription to the fucking New Yorker, you can read it to me at the table over breakfast like Deniska, with your horny little glasses on like it's the beginning of bad porno.” He palms Shane’s ass, “I will get you stuck into the washing machine myself if I have to, fuck.”
He laughs, “Ilya!” 
“No, shut up, you bought a—you bought a fucking house,” he says, staring up at Shane like he’s the sun, when Shane knows for a fact it’s the other way around. 
“For us,” he simply says, watching the way Ilya's eyes go glassy and a little wet. 
“I love you,” Ilya says, and doesn't even flinch at the way his voice breaks as he grabs Shane’s face so hard it's almost painful. 
Shane smiles against Ilya's lips, brings up a hand to cup Ilya's cheek and dry a tear that's escaped containment.
“I love you so fucking much,” he says again, flipping them so he’s looming over Shane for a second before he lets himself lie down onto Shane’s chest, kissing where he can feel Shane’s heartbeat underneath his ear. 
Shane cards his fingers in Ilya’s curls, and lets himself be held as he whispers “I love you too” into the top of Ilya’s head, kissing it before he lies back down among the pillows. 
—
 
 
In three words I can sum up everything I’ve learned about life: it goes on. 
*
(Robert Frost) 





  
    Chapter End Notes

    crowell: you know which state needs a team
underpaid assistant: which one
crowell: ✨🐎🤠 montana 🤠🐎✨
underpaid assistant: um, sir...
crowell: i said, saddle up cowboy

 

are these even hockey teams anymore or just a collection of the media that has spiritually impacted me in over 30 years of life? you decide.

p.s. the Ranchers' fans lovingly call them Jollies. because candy.
 
🏡 No one ask me the pricetag of the house because all I have is a Pinterest board full of reference pictures. I know how big the bathroom is, not how much it costs. Money is for losers who need peasant shit like mortgages in order to be able to afford property.

Okay now take a deep breath because I'm actually having to code the end notes, there's so much I have to say.
Easter eggs, homages, etc...📚 Lustful Sunrise doesn't actually exist (at least not that I know of), but the story is 100% based on Mystery Lover by Vicky Lewis Thompson, which I definitely should not have been reading at 12. Yes, the protagonist willingly goes by B.J. and no, I don't fucking know why.

🍹The Shane Hollander is actually based on my favorite cocktail of all time, the Kyoto Garden (Hammet's Gastro Bar)

🍗 Jones' Good Ass BBQ & Foot Massage ♥️

📼 Perhaps "suck my ass" can be our "always" vine by scottysire (sorry for linking his shit here because I know he's a piece of trash but this vine is still in my head 24/7 over a decade later and I don't want to pretend the joke is mine)

🖤🧡 Anya and Dima (Ilya's Furbies) are a nod to the 1997 Anastasia animated movie. But also to Ilya's canon dog, of course!
Furby Connects were a 2016 Happy Meal toy in the UK, not US, but suck my ass. Perhaps that can be our always.

🎮 I am once again stealing names from videogame characters. The rookies are:

- Ethan Winters (Resident Evil)
- Sebastian Castellanos (The Evil Within)
- Josh Washington (Until Dawn)

💍 Savannah Marchant's engagement ring.
💍 Elena Fisher Drake's engagement ring.

🇨🇦 Sorry to all French-Canadias out there but like all my summers in Camargue never prepared me adequately for you. Would love to understand whatever the fuck you're saying at any given time.
🇷🇺 Thanks to that one Russian dude I met at a hostel in Barcelona who taught me Russian pet names and then savagely put me through the headboard after mocking my accent.

🐴 Montana do not have an NHL team as far as I'm aware, so I took the cast of Yellowstone and made them into hockey players instead because only god can judge me. Kayce and Monica Dutton, as well as Rip Wheeler, are all from the same show. Sometimes you just gotta watch some cowboy bullshit, what can I tell you.

bro am I done yet jfc
listen this chapter killed me
you have no idea how much I've cut or shuffled around to future chapters
it was 40k before edits
and we're still at like 34k
let me know if anyone cares about reading the rest, I can always make this into a series and add one installment for director's cut scenes 💃🏻 I know quite a few people wanted to read about Ilya and the Hollanders as well as more Joonas so I can turn my notes into more bits if you are interested.

✨ one last thing... I am kinda looking for a beta, if anyone is interested? I reread through each chapter fifty times before posting them and I know they can still be improved (I literally just saw a "Shake shakes his head" while I was scrolling down but I'm too tired to fix it rn)... however I feel like I really need extra hands and eyes atp because this fic has turned into a monster.

🧚🏻‍♀️ come talk to me on threads @shanesgingerale ♥️


  


      

  












      Chapter 7: tried to pick my battles til the battles picked me
  


    Chapter Summary

    despite ilya's best attempts, he has yet to pahk the cah on hahvahd yahd, and that knowledge wounds him every day



    Chapter Notes

      hello baby, you look particularly scrumptious today... do you like my shirt? it's soft, right? that's because it's made of ✨ girlfriend material ✨

 

listen, I know this is 38k words but my lawyer said I shouldn't openly discuss my crimes online so we're just gonna gloss over that, okay?

Aug 22nd update ⚠️ I'm a buffoon and I totally forgot to update the tags and give y'all a CW for referenced suicide attempt and mentions of alcoholism, I'm so sorry that I made you go in blind but the coding sapped the brain out of me and I completely forgot.
Explicit details on the above (❗SPOILERS❗) here ⤵️JJ has a history of attempted suicide and alcohol problems due to a traumatic death in his family. I don't go into details, but I do mention the attempt, his struggles with alcohol, and his sobriety journey. If this is something you would rather avoid, I would recommend skipping the following:

➡️ transition starting with: "Three days after the storm, the snow had let up long enough that the Newark Liberty International had lifted their travel ban, allowing Shane and the rest of the Voyageurs to finally fly back to Montreal."

➡️ scene starting with: "The first thought that comes to Shane’s mind when he opens the door is JJ looks like shit."
🐌 also pssst, if you hover over the Russian and Québécois the text SHOULD automatically translate. if it doesn't... please don't tell me because it means I spent four hours on it and still fucked up. thank u.


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  I say to a friend, how scared I am of sharks. 
How I thought I saw them in the creek 

across from my street. 
I once watched for them, holding a bundle 

of rattlesnake grass in my hand, 

shaking like a weak-leaf girl. 
She sends me an article from a recent National Geographic that says, 
Sharks bite fewer people each year than

New Yorkers do, according to Health Department records. 
Then she sends me on my way. Into the City of Sharks. 
Through another doorway, I walk to the East River saying, 
Sharks are people too. 

Sharks are people too. 

Sharks are people too.
*
(Sharks in the River — Ada Limón)


Long before he started his slow and painful transition into becoming Hollander, when he was just seven, Shane had built a treehouse with his grandpa.
Or rather—he’d crouched next to grandpa Kyō with a handful of nails and a tape measure, while his jiji hummed along a made-up melody, sometimes reaching through the branches above and picking a loquat he would polish against his shirt before handing it to Shane as a snack. 
And, to be completely honest, it wasn’t even a treehouse-treehouse—not like the one he had back in Ottawa, anyway. They'd initially found the perfect tree for it—a huge camphor tree, trunk so thick Shane felt like he was going around the world as he circled it to inspect it—but Yuna had vetoed it, because Shane was moving up from Timbits to Novice, the season starting soon after they got back to Canada, and she didn’t want to risk Shane’s U9 evaluation getting delayed by a broken bone or a sprain. 
Kyō’s solution had been to let Shane pick one of the fruit trees from the yard instead, and the house was going to be built under its shade, rather than up in its branches. 
This was well before Shane’s overabundance of commitments had forced him to stop taking Japanese lessons. Not that he was very good at them anyway, with so little room in his daily routine to practice things that were not hockey, so his vocabulary was still a bit too limited to have a proper conversation with his grandpa. 
It hadn’t really mattered to him though—Shane loved the rounds of charades they had to go on sometimes to understand each other, and besides, they got by just fine with whatever English jiji Kyō had learned in his efforts to welcome David into the family. 
Also, seven-year-old Shane was nothing if not a very dedicated sponge who had immediately sat down his mom and made her write all the key words he should know, like nail, board, and hammer. 
And, most importantly, loquat. 
The treehouse-but-not-really was big enough that both Shane and his grandpa could sit in it criss-cross-applesauce without hitting their heads against the roof, and it took them almost all of June to build, what with the frequent stops they had to take due to the rainy season. 
Each time the first few drops of water started hitting the leaves above them, his grandpa would make a tutting sound and unfold the tarp they kept nearby, throwing it above the boards and insulation and chasing Shane all the way back to the porch, his delighted squeaks each time he would manage to escape his grandpa echoing all around them as the rain came down in sleets.
It was the first time in his life that Shane had ever done something from start to finish, from sit-down to draw a picture all the way to sit-back after painting the roof blue. 
He was almost prouder about that rather than the fact he hadn’t cried at all that first night he’d asked to sleep alone in the almost-treehouse after completion. He’d been terrified, of course—the rainstorm seeming to shake the kinda-treehouse down to its foundations—but brave enough not to cry, because he definitely didn’t want to attract the attention of any Ame Onna that were bound to wander his grandparents’ property under the heavy rain. 
It’s been almost two decades from that summer now, and jiji Kyō wasn’t there anymore, but last year, when she’d gone to Kinokawa to help grandma Tōru pack up for her move to Osaka, his mom had sent him a picture of the sorta-treehouse. 
It was still there, still taking shelter under the massive loquat tree—rain or shine, it had endured.
March 2016

Tuesday 30th, 5:36 p.m.

Somewhere along the I-91

Connecticut
 
Shane drives the 187 kilometers to Hartford with the window down, letting the sun wash over him in warm waves, light glinting off the links of his bracelet. 
The temperature difference between Montreal and New York—or even Hartford, according to Google—wasn’t necessarily staggering, maybe 4-8°C overall, but still that morning Shane had been surprised when, during his daily run along the Hudson’s banks, he’d noticed some of the trees were already in bloom. 
Last year, around the same time, there had still been lingering snowbanks in Montreal, and he’d slipped on a patch of black ice in the parking lot at Brossard, landing on his ass with a curse and prompting Mitty to call him ‘humpty dumpty’ for the following three days. 
This morning, Danya had shown up to the rink in short sleeves and compression shorts, making fun of everyone who looked at him horrified because apparently New York in early April “is like summer in Petrozavodsk, you are all weak,” and while Shane wouldn’t have gone as far as leaving the house without a light jacket, he too had been pleasantly surprised by the temperature change. 
The house sits towards the end of a West Hartford cul-de-sac lined with red oaks and sugar maples, and although there’s no gate up front, the driveway is long and shaded, ending in a subtle bend that feeds into the big garage on one side and the recessed front entrance on the other. He parks behind Ilya’s ridiculous car, which is just sitting sideways on full display, and rolls the windows up before getting out of his car. 
Ilya’s sitting on the low brick ledge that frames the entrance, legs spread and a bouquet of sunflowers resting between them as he pops a few chocolate pebbles in his mouth and grins wide, “Look who made it.” 
Shane wouldn’t be able to stop the smile splitting his face even if his career depended on it. “Just checking—is that thing yours, or should we call Batman and tell him the Joker is around here somewhere?” He asks, thumb pointing backwards at Ilya’s car. 
Ilya smirks, setting the flowers and candy aside and leaning back on his hands in a way that makes his biceps stand out under the charcoal henley. Shane is only a man, and a weak one at that, so he closes the distance between them in a couple of steps and hoists himself up and into Ilya’s lap, dropping a kiss to the corner of his mouth as he says, “Hello.” 
“Hello solnyshko. Car is mine,” Ilya replies, hands framing Shane’s thighs as he captures Shane’s mouth properly. 
Shane hums, tilting his neck backwards so Ilya can continue dragging his lips along the column of his throat in a way that’s making Shane’s brain shut halfway down, blood being redirected south. “It looks like a cartoon car.”
“Is cell-shaded,” Ilya says with one last kiss before grabbing Shane’s thighs more securely and getting up from the brick wall to reach the front door, carrying Shane like he weighs nothing.
Shane, who for all intents and purposes is nothing but a poor little slut, whimpers a little, hiding his face in the crook of Ilya’s neck and biting down on the skin there just to have something to do with his mouth. “It’s neon-green,” he murmurs before giving in to his instincts and sucking a bruise into Ilya’s neck. 
Ilya fumbles with the keychain then, cursing in Russian and jiggling the handle unsuccessfully a couple of times before he finally manages to open the door. “Okay,” he says, sounding less and less controlled by the second, “I tell Mister Bugatti you don’t like new Chiron. He will be very sad, I am sure.” 
He drops Shane on the couch and climbs on top of him, pressing a biting kiss to his Adam's apple before informing him: “Gonna suck your dick now.”
“Please,” Shane says, and then doesn’t say anything else for a while. 
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“You do realize we're only here for two days, right?” Shane says, stuffing the fifth box of Pastry Pups in the freezer. 
“Yes, but a lot is frozen, no? It keeps,” Ilya shrugs, staring at the rice cooker as if it has just insulted his backhand.
“It keeps but I don’t know that we nee—Ilya. What are you doing?” 
Ilya looks up, confused, “I’m making rice? You said no pasta tonight.” 
Shane points at the rice cooker, where Ilya has just poured half a four-pound bag of rice in, straight from the bag. “You have to wash the rice first.” 
They stare at each other for a few seconds before Ilya says, “I have to do what to the rice?”
“Wash it.” 
He frowns, eyes darting between the rice cooker and Shane’s face, “I know the answer is ‘no’ but I feel I have to ask—like wash with soap?” 
Shane absolutely cannot stop the agonized noise that escapes his throat, because what the fuck. They’re both twenty-four—between them there should be at least a 45-50% cumulative knowledge on how to cook, and yet Shane just learned how to properly cut vegetables last week thanks to YouTube, and Ilya has apparently never washed rice before in his life. 
He tugs the rice cooker closer to him by the extension cord, “Okay, change of plans. I make the rice, and you put the groceries away. ‘With soap.’ What the fuck, Rozanov.” 
“Hey,” Ilya says, affronted, “I said I know is not the right answer, but you said ‘wash the rice,’ what am I supposed to think?”
“That you have to wash the rice, not—draw it a bubble bath.”
“Okay. Do I read it bedtime story after?” He says with a smirk, clearly enjoying himself. 
Shane rolls his eyes, but he can’t quite stop his mouth from quirking up as he says, “Yes, and then you tuck it in bed and say, ‘goodnight rice, sweet dreams’.” 
“Makes sense,” Ilya says, kissing the back of Shane’s head as he slides behind him and starts rifling through the Trader Joe's bags. “Where did you put Many Things?” 
“Uh?” Shane says, measuring out the rice correctly and putting the rest back in the bag.
“My snacks, the blue bag?” Ilya opens a couple of cabinets, frowning when he can’t find what he’s looking for. 
He dries his hands, helping Ilya hunt down the snacks, “I didn’t see any blue bags, only the watermelon jerky—which, for the record, is an insane concept and only proves to me science has gone too far.” 
“I bought two bags.” Ilya says, frustration evident in his voice as he opens the cabinet under the sink and starts poking at the trash, as if Shane would voluntarily throw food away. “I ate one in the store, the other was for home,” he finishes. 
Shane blinks at the word, lifting his eyes from the freezer drawer, because what if he’d accidentally confused whatever Many Things was for a frozen product, and put it here instead? Half of Ilya is hidden by the open cabinet door, but Shane can see the top of his head move this way and that, and wants to bury his hands in the curls, and never let go. 
“Home?” He says, trying to sound completely in control of his emotions, “For… for the drive back to Boston?” 
Ilya looks up distractedly, “Mh?” and then lights up like a Christmas tree, “Many Things!” he says, as he bypasses Shane entirely and goes to pick up a stray bag that’s somehow managed to escape containment and has fallen next to the couch. He brings it back to Shane and rips it open, “Here, try this,” he says, holding a pretzel to Shane’s mouth. 
Shane is so dumbfounded by the possibility that Ilya just called this home that he doesn’t even question what’s being offered. “Okay, thank you,” he says, taking the pretzel from Ilya’s hand and chewing. It tastes… like a pretzel, he supposes, but maybe slightly salty-sweet. Nothing earth-shattering. He vows not to look at the macronutrients breakdown because Ilya just looks so happy, Shane would never be so callous as to taint the Many Things with his own brain. He can eat a few pretzels without feeling guilty, if it means Ilya will keep smiling like that.
Ilya bends down slightly, touching their noses before kissing him, hands briefly settling on Shane’s face before sliding down his back and up under the hem of his shirt. 
Shane is contemplating pulling away to take his clothes off when Ilya's phone starts ringing on the counter with a scream of ‘I don't fuck with you, you little stupid ass bitch I ain't fuckin’ with you,’ the name Polina flashing on the screen.
“Uh,” says Shane while Ilya's face shutters, arms leaving Shane's skin and crossing over his chest in a way Shane would find incredibly distracting if he wasn't busy being annoyed because—well, because. 
There was a—a Sveta last week, and now a Polina, who had both somehow managed to keep a hold of Ilya's phone number instead of being shipped off to Connors with the rest of the Many Women and, okay, maybe neither of them spoke English so the original message hadn't come across, but what the fuck? Was Ilya just the UN of fuckboys? Who were these women?
“Are you… gonna take that?” he says, the phone screaming ‘I got a million trillion things I'd rather fuckin’ do’ while Ilya shakes his head in response. 
“Maybe… it's important?” 
Ilya snorts, grabbing the phone and switching it to mute, “Not if I know her.”
Shane would also very much like to know her, so he pokes the bear: “Is she… um, is she another Shannon?”
“Who?” says Ilya with a frown, like girl-from-a-club-in-Boston-Shannon is not at least half the reason why they're now exclusive and standing in a white-oak-and-marble kitchen in West fucking Hartford instead of still trying to pretend they're not dead set on spending at least the next seventy or eighty years of their lives together. 
Shane sighs, deciding that he's not gonna go anywhere unless he actually walks there, “Is Polina one of your hookups?”
Ilya chokes on nothing, a strangled laugh halfway out his mouth before he covers it with a cough, “She is my father's wife.”
Oh, Shane thinks. Everyone's favorite topic again.
“And you don't want to talk to her because…?”
“Because I don't,” Ilya says, walking away from the scant few inches that separate them, bag of Many Things clutched in his hands tightly as he reaches inside, fists a handful of Things, and brings it to his mouth. 
“But if she's your step-mother maybe–”
Ilya swivels around, pointing a finger at Shane, “She is not my mother.”
He frowns, “I didn't say she was? That's why I said step?”
“She's not—she’s just some woman my father married. She's nothing.”
He says it vicious, spitting out the word like it's causing him physical pain, and maybe it is—Shane wouldn't know, because Ilya won't fucking say a word about his family, and he feels like he's been patient, has tried to give Ilya space to bring up the topic himself, but it's clear he's not gonna do it, so maybe it's up to Shane to lead this time? Is that how normal couples do it?
Shane takes another deep breath, “Is there… is there something wrong at home maybe?”
“Nothing is wrong at home, home is in fucking Boston,” Ilya says, clearly annoyed as he walks away from Shane until the entire kitchen island is between them. “Just drop it, please.”
In his defense, Shane does drop it—for a grand total of two minutes and thirty-six seconds, sure, but technically he does drop it. It’s just that meticulously counting seconds in his head to try and avoid asking questions isn’t helping as much as he thought it would. 
Once he gets to two-hundred-and-two before the words come out as if he has no filter between his brain and his mouth. “Last week, in New York, when Alexei cal-”
“I said drop it,” Ilya says, voice tight and controlled to the point there's now an angry vein in stark relief against the moles and soft skin of Ilya's neck, and Shane can almost see the other's pulse going a mile a minute. 
“Ilya,” he tries again, making sure to keep his tone neutral as he says, “I'm not a dog.”
“No because if you were you would fucking drop it.”
Shane is very much not going to drop it even though he knows at this point the conversation is about to reach maximum velocity—but maybe… maybe if he pushes, Ilya will tell him? 
And Shane knows, he knows that once Ilya finally says something then things will get better, because Shane will be able to help, or hold him, or listen, or just make a stupid fucking joke while he washes rice and they make dinner, or lie on the bed and breathe together until that tightness in his frame and eyes is gone, and he's soft again.
So—probably against his better judgment—he pushes. 
“I'm just trying to understand,” he says. “It… it seems like maybe the situation is very difficult for you at hom—in Russia, sorry, and I just want to understand.”
Ilya shakes his head, gaze fixed on an unspecified point behind Shane's head, and that's definitely new, because if there's one thing Ilya's always been very good at it’s looking straight at him with soul-defining intensity.
“There is nothing to understand,” he says.
“Okay,” Shane murmurs, “But you kinda know... you kinda know everything about me, Ilya. You've met my parents, and–”
“Not like I asked for it,” Ilya snaps, now back to staring at Shane with an expression so sharp he feels it slice clean through his heart.
When it comes out, his voice is flat and hollow. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean.”
Ilya visibly deflates, spilling onto one of the bar stools and reaching out across the counter, palm upturned as he says, “Let’s not do this, please.” 
“Do what,” Shane replies in a voice that still doesn’t sound right.
“This,” Ilya says again, more forcefully as he now spreads both hands and waves them around. 
Shane hums. “Ilya, you just pointed at the entire kitchen, what—what is this specifically, is it us?”
It’s definitely the wrong thing to say, because Ilya gets up from the stool, hands briefly going to his hair in a frustrated gesture, “This,” he almost yells, gesturing at Shane. 
If he was any less himself—even just a fraction, really—he wouldn’t say what he’s thinking, but Shane is Shane, so he does his best to mask the hurt he feels and says, “You just pointed at all of me.” 
Ilya gives up any last shred of control as he screams “Yes! Fuck!” and then makes a wounded noise, immediately rounding the island to cup Shane’s face in his hands, shaking him slightly as he says, “No, no. Is not what I mean, not—not you. Never you,” he adds, voice cracking on the last word. 
Shane looks at him, really looks at him—at the way Ilya’s eyes look panicked and lined with tears, hands blocks of ice against Shane's face. 
This isn’t working, he thinks. 
“I think I’m gonna go back to New York,” he says. 
Ilya’s breath hitches, and Shane brings his hands up to his own face to cover Ilya’s, willing his own warmth to seep through layers of skin and bone and warm Ilya up in return. “I think maybe we need a do-over of tonight. I don’t—I don’t want our first night here to be like this, Ilya.” 
“I didn’t mean–”
“Don’t just say that—fuck, Ilya—you’re so mad you yelled at me. I don’t—I don’t know what I keep doing wrong, why you won’t let me—but you’re mad, and you have a right to be mad I guess, so… fine. Be mad. We’ll… try this again.” 
Ilya swallows a few times, throat working around words that sound scratchy when they come out, “I’m s–”
Shane shakes his head, “I'm mad too," he says. “You pointed at me and told me to stop. What—what the fuck do you want me to stop, exactly? Trying to know you? I think that ship has sailed, buddy.”
“Don’t call me ‘buddy,’” Ilya whispers, rubbing his thumbs along Shane's cheekbones. 
He snorts, “I’m sure as fuck not calling you Ilyusha right now.” 
“Shane–”
“No, Ilya. Do-over. We’re not… we’re not good when we’re like this. We need to—to put space between us, I don’t know.” 
Ilya nods, clearing his throat again, “Don’t drive all the way back to New York… is late now… sleep in our—in the bedroom, I take guest, yes?”
He wants to. 
He really fucking wants to. 
But there is something nagging at pit of his stomach, an ugly fucking thing that won’t shut up no matter how hard Shane’s brain is working to present evidence that Ilya is not just some random guy he picked off the street—he’s been there since day one, since before that even, he has seen enough of Shane to know him as Shane rather than Hollander, and there’s no fucking way Ilya would go through all this trouble just for Hollander, but right now—right now he really feels like maybe that’s the problem, that they’re getting so close that Shane isn’t so appealing anymore, and maybe—maybe he should stop thinking, but he doesn’t know how. 
“I’d rather drive back home,” he says, not unkind. 
We’re really fucking terrible at talking, he thinks as Ilya lowers his eyes, hands sliding off Shane’s face. 
“Ilya, I’m gonna say something,” he tries, “But I don’t want you to take it the wrong way,” which is probably the wrong thing to say because Ilya clears his throat again, taking a step back and crossing his arms defensively. 
Shane sighs, closing the gap between them and leaning up to press a kiss to the bolt of Ilya’s jaw, “I need you to think about me,” he says, doing his best to remain calm and not grab Ilya by the shoulders and shake him until all his secrets spill out. “I need you to… to figure out if—if you really want me, or just a part of me, or whatever else it is you might want.” 
“Shane,” Ilya says with a punched-out laugh that sounds so sad it makes Shane want to forget all of this and just take Ilya by the hand, walk them both to the bedroom—their bedroom—and lie there and cuddle until neither of them is tense and angry and fucked up. 
It would definitely take a while, but he’d do it. 
Except—there’s this line between them. 
They’d drawn it that first time back in room 1410, and it feels like Ilya’s still clinging to it, like he toes it and doesn’t want to cross it for whatever reason, and Shane knows they love each other, knows Ilya is it for him, but the line needs to be crossed, and hard as he tries he can’t fucking do it for Ilya. 
“I know you want me,” he says, hands rubbing Ilya’s shoulders, “I want you too. But—I don’t know you, Ilya, not like—not like you know me? Maybe? And I want to. But it’s like you won’t let me, and I don’t know if it’s because you think I won’t understand, or you think I won’t love you anymore, or–” 
Shane is still touching him, so he feels Ilya's flinch directly under his hands, and has his answer. “Ilya,” he says, forcing Ilya’s arms uncrossed and hugging him, head against his chest, “Please tell me you understand I’m not leaving you. I’m just leaving the house, and just for tonight.” 
The other doesn’t say anything, but Shane feels him relax slightly, hands going at his waist to hold him loosely, and right now it has to be enough, because if Shane stays he knows he’ll cave, and he thinks they both deserve better than this avoidant waltz they’ve been dancing. 
When he untangles from Ilya’s arms, Ilya looks at him, and gives him a curt nod.
Right now, it’s enough, so Shane leaves.  
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Shane drives the 187 kilometers back to New York with the windows up, and a knot lodged in his throat. 
It’s only once he’s back home, sat in front of the widows facing the Hudson, with his knees drawn to his chest and a heart that won’t stop feeling tender, that he realizes he’s left Ilya’s sunflowers all the way back in Hartford, like a fucking idiot who didn’t care about the fact Ilya hadn’t missed a single bouquet of flowers ever since Shane had made that stupid comment about it. 
He drops his head onto his knees, trying to resist the urge to grab his phone and reach for Ilya. 
Is it wrong? To—to push like this, to want to know Ilya like this, when he clearly doesn’t want to be known? Is he pressuring him? Manipulating? Did he just give an ultimatum without meaning to? He’s never done this before, not like this, not—his high-school girlfriend will hopefully forgive him—not when it matters. 
Shane’s phone buzzes, and he moves so fast he almost drops it, but it’s just Hayden. Shane tries not to feel disappointed, and only manages to feel like an asshole instead, because that’s his best friend, and he’s asking—the fuck? Shane thinks. 


Hayd

Hypothetically

Or wait not hypothetically because I need a real answer pls

Would Rasputin prefer to eat sweet or salty 
Shane

Rasputin?

Ilya?

Sweet.

Wait, for what? 
Hayd

Popcorn
Shane

That answered nothing.
Hayd

I have an argument to win

He says the best movie snack are twizzlers 

(btw judging your taste in men because twizzlers 🤢🤢🤢)
Shane 

Yeah, I saw you talk about it in the chat.

I don’t like Twizzlers either but I still don’t get it? 
Hayd

We’re playing against the whitehawks on thurs

I’ll get Garrett’s popcorn from the airport 

And then I can bring it to you when we play next week 

And you bring it to him when you meet up for your illicit tryst

And then I win when he tries it and his tastebuds explode 😎

Shane? 

Bud? 

You there? 
 
Shane’s only indication that time has passed is the timestamp next to Hayden’s last few messages, a gap of five minutes between the popcorn explanation and Hayd asking after Shane. He knows he’s spent those five minutes staring out the windows, because he’s been subconsciously keeping count in his head—four boats total. 
He presses the call icon on his phone. 
“Hey, you okay?” Hayden says as soon as he picks up. 
“Do you and Jackie ever fight?” 
A beat, then Hayden chuckles, “You were in that Timmie’s parking lot with us, no?”
Shane hums, “No, not like that. That was like—not like that. I mean a real fight. A big one.” 
There’s a brief pause on the other end of the line before Hayden asks, “Did something happen?” 
“Yeah,” he says, and marvels at how easily he lets the truth take up space. Shane isn’t about to go discussing Ilya’s family situation with his best friend—not that he could, anyway, considering all he knows about Ilya’s family is that he has a brother and a stepmother—but at the same time… Hayden and Jackie have been married for five years, and have three kids. 
It truly boggled the mind to think, but Hayden Pike might be the most qualified person in his life to discuss relationship issues with. 
So he does.
“We were in Hartford, and–”
“Wait, why are you booking hotels in Hartford now? Don’t you live in like the Jetsons’ apartment?”
Shane hums, immediately thrown off by the unexpected question, “No, it wasn’t a hotel, we were at the house.”
“What house?”
“The one in Hartford.” 
“Shane,” Hayden says very carefully, “I am going to use small words because I feel like I’m just playing Twenty Questions with Jade, but—what house in Hartford?”
Oh, Shane thinks. Oh fuck. He’s right.
“Um,” he says, hoping to sound nonchalant enough that Hayden will just accept the answer without any follow-ups (and immediately knowing Hayden is bound to ask at least five very specific questions about it), “I bought a house in Hartford. Anyway–”
“What about the one in New York?” 
“It’s, it’s still here, I'm there now, but—I also have a house?” 
“In Hartford,” Hayden says, flatly.
“Yes.”
“What the fuck are you doing in Hartford, helping Emily Gilmore organize DAR meetings?” 
“... who?”
Hayden makes a noise, then says, “Nevermind, just—why did you buy a house in—Connecticut? Is that Connecticut or Massachusetts? Whatever, I don’t care—why did you buy a house there?” 
Shane clears his throat, shifting to his knees for comfort because something tells him this is going to be a long and difficult conversation, and they technically haven’t even started it yet. “It’s halfway between New York and Boston,” he says, willing Hayden to understand without Shane having to spell it out. 
“Right,” Hayden agrees, and then inhales noisily, “Oh my god, did you and Rozanov move in together?” 
He sighs, rubbing his temple, “No, we just… have a house there. It doesn’t matter.” 
“I feel like it kinda does cos damn, Shaney. Damn. You bought Ivan Drago a house?” 
“It’s—it’s—it’s not for him, I'm not like, tying him up in the attic—it’s just that it’s in a good position, geographically speaking, and it’s less time behind the wheel for both of us. Also, Chevalier said it was a really smart investment.” 
“Chevalier? Your finance clown?”
“He’s not a clown.” 
“He suggested you start investing in crypto. I don’t trust that guy as far as I can throw him. He sounds like he’s working for Skynet and is just waiting for machines to take over the world. Who the fuck is gonna use fake money unless they’re playing Monopoly?” 
“He also has an MBA from INSEAD and his office is on fucking Al Maryah Island. He charges four figures an hour, Hayd—and I passed on the cryptocurrency thing like you told me to do. But anyway.”
“Right, moving on. Okay, so you and Sputnik were at the totally reasonable house in Hartford, and then you had a fight. Which, by the way, you don’t have to tell me about unless you want to.” 
“I want to, it’s just—we’re so bad at talking about certain things… and I think I keep making it worse by pushing, but I want to know—to know him, and we just… fought. So I left.”
“You broke up?”



“No!” Shane almost yells, “Hayd, what the fuck, I just left Connecticut and drove back. Why the hell would we break up?” 
Hayden takes a couple of seconds before saying, “Shane, my man, I feel like this is the blind leading the deaf a little—I have no clue what the hell kinda couple you and… and… fucking Borat are, maybe you like to break up, ghost each other for a week, and then get back together. Fuck if I know.”
“Will you stop with the nicknames, none of them are going to stick, I promise—also, that sounds incredibly stressful. Do people do that?”
“What, break up and get back together? Unfortunately. Carrie and Big do it all the time.”
“Carrie and… listen, I understand Jackie calling me Samantha, but–”
“We watch the show together,” Hayden says with a smile. “It’s stupid as hell, and I’m obsessed. I feel like spiritually I’m a Charlotte.” 
He’s not proud of it, but Shane whines, “Hayden, please.” 
“Sorry, sorry. Continue.” 
“I don't even know what I was—oh, right. We fought, and now I’m here. And the fight was big, it wasn’t just like you and Jackie arguing over repainting the girls’ room, it was… big,” he finishes lamely.
Hayden is quiet for a while, which is already odd enough that Shane’s anxiety starts piling onto his chest more heavily, but then Hayden clears his throat and says, voice low and tentative, “I need you to promise me you won’t tell this to anyone. Ever. Not Rozanov, not Jackie—especially not Jackie—not—-not even your ammo journal or whatever it’s called. You have to promise, now.” 
“Bullet journal,” Shane frowns, “And yes, of course. I promise.” 
“Are you sure? This is not one of those times where you say ‘I promise’ and then turn around and tell your wife or, well, your whatever the fuck Rozanov is. This stays between us, Shane.”
“I mean,” he says, “I don’t keep a nanny cam in my living room so yeah, chances are it will stay between us.”
Hayden chokes out a laugh, but it feels strained. “Yeah, our tragic love story would not survive a second leak. Okay,” he sighs, taking a deep breath that shudders across the airwaves. “Okay so. Here it goes. Okay. Back when. Um, are you listening?” 
“Yeah? Do you… not want me to?” 
“No, no, I wanna tell you, it’s just I’ve never told anyone and—fuck it, okay. I’m just gonna say it. Okay.” He takes another deep breath, and Shane is considering telling him he doesn’t want to hear it just so Hayden will stop freaking out, but then Hayden keeps going, “Like a few months after Jackie and I got married—you remember she was still working at Bombardier back then, right? Anyway, we had a really big fight.”
He makes a soft noise into the phone, scared of distracting Hayden but wanting his best friend to know he’s there. 
“Really big fight. Um, she—she told me she’d gotten an abortion, and—I’m not—not like, judging her for that, but…actually I think at the time I did. I know it was her right to do so, but I was… a bit of a dick about it. A lot of a dick. I’m saying all this wrong, fuck. Okay, shut up.” 
Shane hasn’t said a single word yet, too busy holding his breath as he looks at the lights turning on all over Manhattan, trying to absorb the impact of what Hayden is telling him. 
“We’d never talked before,” Hayden continues, “Like, I know you remember how fast Jackie and I went from… from…”
“Um,” he tries searching for the right words and only finding the ones Jackie always uses when making fun of her ‘relationship speedrun,’ as he liked to call it. “From borderline exhibitionism at Muzique to a three-dress-changes ceremony at The Windsor?” 
Hayden makes a bit of a pained noise, but agrees anyway, “Yes, and I know this might sound stupid but like… we never talked about kids before the wedding. We didn’t really talk about anything,” he adds as an afterthought before going silent for a handful of seconds. “I don’t know why, I felt like—like none of that shit mattered, you know? Like we were so good that being together was enough,” he chuckles, but it's a rueful sound. 
It’s difficult for him to reconcile the version of his friends he has in his mind with what he’s being told, because he’s seen Hayd and Jackie have in-depth discussions over whether a hot dog should be considered a sandwich or an abomination. But then again—you never really know who someone is behind closed doors, especially the version of them that exists only for the person they love.
“We weren't very smart back then,” Hayd says, sounding almost wistful. “Jackie got scared because she didn't know if I wanted kids, and she'd just been offered a promotion. And she didn't know how I'd react if she told me she wanted to quit and just focus on painting and being a stay-at-home-mom. See what I mean? We didn't know shit. Fuck, I didn't even know her mom was sick. I thought she’d just gotten food poisoning from the sushi canapées at the wedding. ”
“I’m sorry,” Shane says, not sure what else he could say. 
“Yeah. We fought. Big fucking time. But… but that’s not all…” he takes another deep breath, and it’s like Shane can see him sitting there, brushing a hand through his hair to buy time until he’s ready to go on; “I went to sleep at the Ritz-Carlton. I wanted to hurt Jackie like I—like I was hurting. So I took my ring off, went to a bar, and flirted with some girl… for all of five minutes, until she put her hand on my arm and I threw up on her dress.”
“Hayden–”
“Shh, let me finish. I would never interrupt you when you’re trying to tell a story,” he says, and there's a little light in it, but Shane doesn’t feel like smiling at all. How had Hayden carried all of this alone, all this time? 
Not alone, a voice in his mind whispers. 
Hayden clears his throat, “I went back home, and I told Jackie about the girl, and—and we sat down. And we talked. And it was fucking agony, it took like a week before we agreed we’d talked about everything that we felt made sense? Or like, everything that we needed to know, I guess. So I moved back in… and then… it was better. Much better.”
Shane tries to imagine it, this version of Hayd and Jackie who knew so little about each other past how well their bodies fit together that they stumbled around uncertain until they’d caused each other pain. It’s difficult, because the Hayd and Jackie he knows are a unit, Hayd-and-Jackie, moving around each other with ease, splitting tasks down the middle, sitting down at the table to make grocery lists and going to IGA together while Shane looks after the kids for them. 
Difficult, but not impossible. 
“I’m glad it got better,” Shane says, painfully insufficient in the wake of Hayden’s story, but what else is he supposed to say? It’s not his place to judge, not when he’s seen first-hand the evidence of their relationship surviving the fight. He loves both of them still the same stupid amount. There is nothing for him to do but let his friend know he’s there, still there for him, and not going anywhere. 
Hayd laughs, “Yeah, me too. And… look, I told you because… whatever it is that you guys fought about… I don’t know, Shane, I kinda get the feeling it will be okay. I don’t know if this helps, but—but he seems… kind… to you. In the chat. Sure, he’s a smarmy bitch ass motherfucker, but… he doesn’t make fun of you,” he makes a tsk noise before going in for the kill, “I know I’m not saying this right but all you need to know is—you do need to talk to each other, buddy, even if you fight. It can’t just be scorching hot monkey sex twenty-four-seven.” 
Shane chokes on nothing, “Literally never say that to me again, thanks,” but he understands what Hayden means. It’s what he was trying to do, even though it hadn’t exactly gone according to plan so far. He takes a small breath, biting the inside of his cheek, “What if he doesn’t want to talk to me?” 
“If for whatever stupid fucking reason Rozanov doesn’t want to talk to you, then I guess you can eat his popcorn,” Hayden counters. 
“I can’t believe you’re buying him popcorn.”
Hayden snorts, “I can’t believe he likes Twizzlers. I’ll be honest, this one’s hard to get past. Tokyo Drift I can get behind, maybe, if I’m like, drunk. Twizzlers? Not so much,” he says.
 Shane smiles. “Hayd?” 
“Yeah?”



“Thank you.” 
“All in a day’s work,” Hayden chuckles. 
Technically speaking, he understands that, in the heat of the moment, people often say things they don’t mean—because they’re mad, because words are imperfect by definition, because sometimes people hide the things they’re carrying as if their life depended on it. 
He’s not gonna look the exact tally in the eye, but Shane knows there is a lot he and Ilya have done to each other throughout the years—a lot that neither of them has apologized for. 
And while he’s not gonna sit here and rehash six years of near-death by a thousand cuts, Shane understands that if they want to go anywhere with this, they both need to reach the same conclusion: you can say the wrong thing to the right person, but they’ll stay anyway, by virtue of being yours. 
After he talks to Hayden, Shane sets his phone face down for a while, and just looks at the New York City skyline. 
It’s a little funny, how backwards they’re doing all of this—how Shane just found out last week that Ilya has a brother, but knows exactly where to touch him to make his breath hitch, how he’s never seen the shape Ilya’s mouth takes when he says his parents’ names, but has memorized the emotion in his tone as he says “I love you”.
It’s kinda like they’re playing catch-up, constantly trying to fill in the blanks that other couples probably fill in during the first month. It is a little funny, but definitely not sustainable, and he really does hope Ilya will walk over to him from wherever he is, and meet him on the other side. 
It’s an hour or so later when he checks his phone again, and sees that Ilya has texted him. 
Lily

i call tomorrow and we talk

i promise shane

goodnight rice

sweet dreams 
He rubs a hand against his heart in response to how it twinges, and types back ‘sweet dreams’ before making his way to bed. 
The thing about storms is, even from the safety of your little treehouse, you can feel them approaching long before the sky actually opens up. 
It’s like a sort of pressure building against your skin, some kind of whisper-soft caress skittering across your body and making you feel wrong even though you can’t quite pinpoint the reason why.
If you close your eyes and listen carefully to the wind’s whispered warnings, sometimes you can reach for your tarp and hide underneath it, trick the storm into passing you by—no one’s home, just move along, nothing to see here. 
Sometimes, if you’re quick enough, you can pack up some essentials and leave, outrun whatever it is in the air that’s raising your hackles, making your synapses spark with warning. 
Sometimes, though—no matter what you do to try and prevent getting caught in the worst of it—you end up standing exactly where the storm intends to find you.
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Shane is having the time of his life. 
“Wow Hollzy, you missed me so much you had to come aaaall the way here to my little corner of ice just so I could—so I could fucking—fuck!” Drake almost screams as Shane pirouettes away from his attempt at stealing the puck, skating further up—puck still firmly in his grasp—and moving as if he’s getting ready to shoot into the net. 
In the crease, Mercer locks in, butterfly sprawling across the ice, and then—Shane twists his grip and opens his blade at the last second, threading the puck straight onto Hunter’s tape. Hunter moves it to Vaughn, who—shit, that’s a great goal, he thinks with a frisson of excitement.
Vaughny sails straight into Shane’s arms, bonking their helmets and smiling like a loon, “You little shit, that was beautiful!” 
Hunter joins them briefly to bump their shoulders, then nods towards Murdoch, already waiting for them at the dot. When Shane turns to skate back, he catches Drake’s eye and winks. 
Drake flips him off, “Fuck off, traitor. You were supposed to be my little shit, not First Line’s.” 
“It’s okay, Nate,” Robinson says from where he’s standing next to Mercer, “You’ll always have me.” 
“Great,” Drake deadpans, pointing a finger at Shane. “Next time you come into my town, it’s on sight, cowboy.” 
Shane cocks his head with a smirk, says, “We’ll see about that, Sheriff,” does another pirouette just to hear Drake’s ‘oh fuck all the way off,’ and skates to center ice. 
Once he gets there, Murdoch nods. “Alright, I want this same energy in Tampa. They don’t expect Hollander to play wing, so let’s rattle them and take a few good shots before they regroup.”
“Yes coach,” he says at the same time as Vaughny and Hunter before they start filing off towards the rest of their teammates. Most of them are already in the locker room, Murdoch keeping Shane and a few others on the ice longer to test the new line ahead of the Storms game. 
“Hey,” Hunter says as they hobble through the tunnel on their skates, “Do you wanna come over for dinner on Sunday? Kip’s picking me up from the airport, we can all drive back together.”



“For sure, thanks—actually wait, no. I think I have something to do on Sunday,” he winces, knowing how fake it sounds even as he’s saying it, and knowing there’s no way to explain to Hunter that he's not, in fact, just making an excuse.
Hunter frowns, “You… think?” 
“Yeah, sorry, I have to—meet someone. Maybe.” 
If he has a say in it—and he's pretty sure he does—on Sunday night he'll be back in Hartford with Ilya, ready to pick up where they left off—argument notwithstanding. All they had to do was talk to each other. 
Easy peasy, he thinks. We’re so good at that. 
“Right,” Hunter says, looking completely unconvinced. “Uh, you can… bring them along? If you want?” 
Shane briefly considers the absolute disaster that bringing Ilya along for dinner at Scott Hunter’s house would be, and can’t stop the laughter from bubbling up. “Thank you, but maybe it’s better if we just meet another time. Next week, yeah?” 
“Deal,” Hunter says, bumping his shoulder again as they reach the locker room door, where a caterwauling lament can be heard through the door. 
“... what the fuck is that,” says Shane just as Jalo opens the door from the other side and almost runs into Shane in his haste of getting out of the locker room. 
Inside, Winters is standing on one of the PT beds as he screams, “All I know is I was… enchanted to meet yoooooou,” into a Gatorade bottle.
Shane frowns, “I thought we didn’t do hazing?” 
“We don’t,” Hunter says with a pained expression. “Though I'm starting to reconsider, because we could tell him to shut up for an entire day or never give him an aux cord until end of season. I really fucking hate Taylor Swift.”  
“I don't know how much good that would do,” Shane says as Benny sprays Winters with a bottle of water in a (failed) attempt at making him stop, “Considering the season ends next week.” He opens his mouth to add something else, but gets distracted by the sight of the TV, where Marleau is sitting next to Ilya at a press table, windmilling his hands and talking a mile a minute.
“Hey, can we turn that up, please?” he asks the room, moving closer to the screen as someone turns the music off, Winter’s outraged yell of ‘Hey, that’s my song!’ immediately shushed once Marleau’s drawl fills the speakers instead. 
“—efinitely the strategy. Anything to add, Rozy?” He asks, turning his head to Ilya who just nods. 
“Montreal were never scary. Am not worried,” he says with a shrug. 
One of the front row journalists scribbles something furiously on a notepad, eyes never leaving Ilya, “And what about their change in play style? In just a few matches, the Voyageurs have gone from one of the most well-behaved teams on ice to—well, I would say to a Bears-like team, but I fear you might take that personally.” It sounds almost professional if you squint, but the reporter is smirking—almost as if their favorite pastime is putting out fire with gasoline—so it’s anything but. 
Marleau snorts, “There’s no Bears like the Bears. Montreal fuc—uh, effing wishes,” but every eye stays trained on Ilya. 
“What Marly said,” he smirks, but it looks more like a snarl without any light in his eyes. 
Shane isn’t sure whether the light would have been there if they hadn’t fought the day before, or whether Ilya is just tired of being asked about Montreal’s new stance on aggression, much like half the players Shane’s seen give soundbites to the press. 
“What about Boiziau’s comments?” 
What fucking comments, he thinks with a jolt of blind panic, and moves even closer to the TV as Ilya fixes a murderous gaze on the reporter, asking “Who?” 
The journalist chuckles, “Boiziau said–” 
“I don’t care,” Ilya waves a hand in the air as if to swat away a fly, “We are not playing Spoiled Telephone. If he wants to say something to me, he knows where to find me, yes?” And then nods towards another journalist as the clip cuts and a studio setting materializes instead, two pundits immediately offering their opinion on the press conference.
“What did JJ say?” He hears himself ask. 
Next to him, Danya makes a questioning noise, “JJ?” 
“Boiziau,” Huff says, adjusting his tie as he gets ready for his own press conference. “He probably said some dumb ass shit because he has a death wish, baiting Rozanov like that—uh, sorry Hollander. I know he’s your friend.” 
Shane stays remarkably impassive, save for the tiny involuntary noise wedged halfway down his throat, but Danya is the only one close enough to hear it, and he only frowns instead of asking if Shane’s okay, for which he’s immensely grateful.
“It’s okay,” he says, maybe one of his biggest lies to date. 
Shane turns away from the TV, giving Danya a smile as he goes, “Spasibo, druzhishche,” and earning himself two thumbs up for the effort. Castellanos plugs the aux cord back into the speakers, and the music resumes, but Shane isn't really hearing it. 
If he was a bigger, better man, he would tell himself he felt bad for the Voyageurs, a franchise he’d grown up respecting partly due to his mother, and partly due to the Patrice Brisebois poster he’d convinced his mom to buy under the false pretense that defensemen were really inspirational too, despite the fact Brisebois had been inspirational to Shane for other reasons. 
But this is neither the time nor the place to walk himself back through twenty years of painstakingly decorating the closet. 
And, more importantly, he is not a bigger, better man by any stretch of imagination.
Shane has been feeling very vindicated by how quickly the whole Voyageurs house of cards was toppling to the ground these days, except for the fact that JJ is caught in the middle of it, half waiting for someone to throw him a life preserver, half swimming toward the wreckage on purpose.
The fact that this week Montreal would play both the Bears and the Admirals wasn’t really helping either. 
For his part, Shane had set out with every intention of asking Juniper to keep him away from as many Voyageurs questions as possible. Turns out, he shouldn’t have bothered— that morning, when he’d come in, Shane had found Juniper already waiting for him with Murdoch, both of them informing Shane that, after Florida, they were intending to keep him off press duties until the actual matchup.
Shane had agreed in a heartbeat. 
The only reporter allowed to ask him about Montreal had been a trustworthy one from MSN Network, who had taken a few of them separately before practice to gather statements for the Admirals’ end of season recap. 
His questions were smart and a little bit funny, and had remained strictly hockey-centered, not a single whiff of drama in them. Shane had loved him for it, so had done his best to be as expansive as possible in his answers to the point where Juniper had to cut him off because he’d gone way over time, and quite a few teammates still needed to give their soundbites. 
As he sits on the bench now, holding his phone and looking down at Ilya’s text from this morning—a simple ‘ttyl’ with a proposed time for their call—he debates googling Boiziau Rozanov news? but manages to stop himself for once. 
No amount of knowing was going to ease the anxiety in his chest, so he might as well let it simmer. 
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When Ilya calls—at the exact time he said he would, which Shane finds incredibly arousing for some reason—Shane is standing in front of the fridge, trying to decide if he wants chicken or salmon. 
“Hello,” Ilya says, quiet and uncharacteristically subdued.  
Shane answers warmly, trying to set the tone for the call, “Hi.” He lets the silence between them bloom comfortably for a few beats before saying, “I was about to eat; wanna Skype?” 
“No, I—no camera.” 
It hurts a little. 
He’s been looking forward to Ilya’s face all morning, and knows they tend to manage better when they're looking at each other—but it’s also new, because Ilya’s normally the one pushing for video. 
Despite the disappointment, there’s a part of Shane that understands where the request is coming from, and that it’s not out of spite or a desire to punish him. 
This is not about you, he thinks, switching the kettle on and grabbing one of Michi’s salmon bowls from the fridge. “Okay,” he says, leaning against the kitchen island and wedging the phone between his shoulder and cheek while he tries to decipher Michi’s handwriting. 
The sticky note reads either ‘add soft-boiled eggs and/or hummus’ or ‘ooo soje-baileel effs auol/oi uuuuuuus,’ so he picks up the hummus and pre-boiled eggs from the fridge’s side door, right as Ilya makes a noise like he’s gearing himself up for something, and then says:
“I hate my family,” like he’s talking about the weather.
Shane blinks, tightening his grip on the soft-boiled/soje-baileel eggs. He thought they’d have to ease into the conversation, but honestly after six years he should have known better, because when had they ever eased into anything? 
Shane takes a steadying breath, “I… I think I figured that out, but I’m sorry anyway.”
“I don't want to explain—no, I want to explain, but…” Ilya sighs into the phone, then clears his throat. He sounds completely flat and wrong as he tells Shane, “My family… is not your problem.”
“But they're yours.”
“Yes but is—they don't matter, Shane, not when it comes to this.”
“This?”
“Us.”
“But they matter to you,” he shrugs even though Ilya can’t see him. 
Ilya makes a soft noise, and Shane really wishes he could look at his face right now to try and label the emotion hiding behind it. After a beat, Ilya’s voice sounds flat again as he says, “I do not want to… to burden you with–”
“So I should let you carry it all yourself?” he says with more bite than intended. 
Shane forces himself to swallow the hurt and calm down. This is not about you, he tells himself again. He wanted to talk, and now they’re talking, so the least he can do is let Ilya finish before picking apart each argument with surgical precision.
He takes a deep breath—trying to sound supportive instead of needy, or pushy, or demanding, or any other hundreds of words that are popping up in his head right now—and says, “You’re not alone, Ilya. I'm here.”
There’s another tiny noise, and then a string of murmured Russian that sounds so sad Shane's breath catches. This time, when he speaks, Ilya’s voice trembles a little, and it sounds scratchy and frustrated as he says, “I do not want you to see…”
“What?” he whispers, trying not to disturb the moment more than he already has. 
“I don't know if I can—how to say well.”
Shane wishes his Russian was already much farther along than ‘the pen is on the table’ so he could try and make things easier for Ilya, who at this moment doesn’t really need to be asked directions to the local library. “Can you try?” he asks.
There’s a pained chuckle on the other end of the line, and just a split second later Shane hears a sniffle, followed by Ilya clearing his throat wetly. It cracks something in Shane, the undeniable truth behind the reason why Ilya has never wanted to talk to him about this. 
The problem is that they need to. Shane can’t just—just give them both permission to stop and retreat when things get hard, because otherwise they’ll keep playing this game of red-light-green-light forever, and as fun as it’s been at times over these past six years (never, it’s never been fun), there has to be a way for them to weather this without sticking to the shallow end.  
“I'm here,” Shane tries, finding he too sounds a little gravelly. “I'm here,” he says again, looking down at his wrist and the bracelet circling it, wishing he knew how to make Ilya feel what he did whenever he looked at it: an all-encompassing presence calming him down, making him feel at home in his own skin.
Ilya clears his throat again, and says, “I do not want you to see how… how ugly I am…” he delivers it quietly, like it's just another sentence instead of an arrow that lodges itself firmly between Shane’s second and fifth rib, and makes his breath catch from the violence of the impact.
The thing is, Shane has already seen the ugly in Ilya—maybe not the exact weight and shape of whatever is churning inside him right now, but he's seen it, and he's still here, only—no, always wanting more. 
He doesn't know how to communicate that to Ilya without hurting him further. 
He takes a deep breath, and tries anyway.
“Ilya… I think you could be… the ugliest thing on the planet, and I'd still want to look at you.”
A broken laugh reaches him from 350 kilometers away.
“I'm serious,” he says, emboldened by Ilya's reaction. “I'm… I'm a fucking greedy little shit, yeah? And I want it all—all of it. Do you understand?” 
Fuck, if only Ilya would let him, Shane would happily spend a lifetime lifting every rug and poking at all of Ilya's ugly corners until no part of Ilya was foreign to him.
Ilya sniffles again, but this time it's followed by another small laugh—a tentative, hopeful little thing that snakes its way up Shane's spine and into his brain, filling him with warmth. “I don't care how ugly you are—how ugly you think you are—I won't—I won’t leave you alone with it. But… but you have to let me in,” he finishes.
“Is hard,” Ilya says.
He bites his lip to stop himself, but it's a lost cause, “That's what she said.”
Ilya snorts, “I knew you would say that.” His voice still sounds a little strained, but has lost some of the pained quality from before, and Shane absolutely counts it as a win. “I don't want to tell you over phone, is…”
“That’s okay. Look, what if we try again when I’m back from Florida? I can come to Hartford on Sunday, and we can make dinner and try again. I'll bring one of those Lush bath things, I’ll let you wash the rice with it. Just—please—please bring me sunflowers again, I’m a dumb fuck and I forgot mine on the coffee table, they’re probably dead by now,” he adds in a rush. 
“Is okay,” Ilya says, jagged still around the edges but softer now, “I put them in water when you left. They’re in our bedroom.” 
Oh, Shane thinks, because of course he did, because that's his Ilya. 
There is no way, absolutely no way that any ugliness—real or perceived—can ever overshadow all the softness at the center of Ilya, and if it takes Shane a lifetime to convince him of this, then that's what he’ll do with the rest of his existence.  
“Thank you,” he says. 
“Shane?” He sounds tentative again, and Shane immediately dislikes it.
“Yeah?”
“I'm sorry. For… for pointing at all of you.”
“Ah,” he says. “It’s… I know I can be a lot sometimes, but—but I’m just—trying. And I know you’re sorry. It’s okay. We’re okay.”
“Yes?”
“Yeah. Just—please, don’t… don’t say it again? It’s okay to tell me when I am being annoying, but please don’t—don’t make me feel like all of me is wrong.”
Ilya’s breath hitches, “I’m sor–”
“I know,” he says, hoping the steadiness of his voice is enough to make Ilya believe him, “It’s okay. I’m still here, Ilya, it’s okay. You’re allowed to say stupid shit when you’re freaking out. But we will do better next time, yeah? Both of us.” 
“Okay,” Ilya agrees softly, and then goes quiet for a while, both of them just existing as each other’s safe space, grounded in the knowledge that neither of them is going anywhere.
Shane listens to the noise of a cabinet thudding closed, a door creaking open. A light switch being flipped, the noise of wind chimes floating in from somewhere. The rubbery thwack thwack of Ilya’s sandals against his floors. 
It’s a small thing, really, a string quartet of ordinary din playing just for them, but Shane wouldn't trade it for anything in the world—not even for a version of them that did everything in chronological order and doesn’t have to sit 350 kilometers apart, waiting for a do-over until they can touch each other again.
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Hiya,
I hope this email finds you in a somewhat relaxed psychological state. Nothing new from me; the main topic of discussion is still your upcoming game against the Voyageurs.
Just a couple of quick things:

	I spoke to Juniper and acknowledged the Admirals’ (and your) desire to keep you off-press after Tampa, so just let me know if you need any quick soundbites to say “no comment” in a fancy way.



Also, I know I don’t need to tell you but please continue disregarding Boiziau’s comment from last week RE: Villeneuve’s post/MTL failing their players.

	The Montreal Gazette reached out asking for an exclusive post-game interview, and promised no mention of your sexuality will be made if you accept. My first instinct was to laugh in their face, but maybe you want to speak to them? Let me know.



Obviously, if you agree, the reporter won’t be the same one that wrote your exposé—their Editor in Chief assured me they’re still suspended pending internal investigation by their editorial standards committee.

	I looked into what you mentioned, and it seems the internet at large is still mostly infatuated with you and Pike, even though lately there’s been a spike in content for other “ships”. Here’s the breakdown you asked for:

	Shayden (Pike) - lots of pictures, fanart, fanfiction. Sources are Tumblr, Twitter, and Reddit.

	Marchander (Marchant) - mainly fanfiction, but after the Neons’ game there’s been a few cute gifs making rounds. AO3 (Archive of Our Own, digital fanfiction repository) and Twitter are the main sources.

	Hollanov (Rozanov) - plenty of essays/theories and fanfiction, but nothing more than that. Sources: Tumblr, Reddit, Twitter (but on a way smaller scale than Shayden).

	Shathan (Drake) - a truly abhorrent ship name but people really liked your cute celly during the Neons’ game. Just tweets and the hashtag #shathan for now.






That’s it from me, just please let me know what you want to do with the Gazette.
Speak tomorrow 🙌🏻
Kind Regards,
Tiên Thu Nguyễn

Senior Social Media Manager & PR Specialist
Jalali Sports Management
Direct: 604-555-8632

Mobile: 604-555-6231

portfolio.tiennguyenpr.ca

tien.nguyen@jalalimgmt.com

 

👑 Admiralty Court 👑

(Benny, E. Winters, J. Washington, Huffy, Hunter and 17 others)




Nate

I'm here

I’m sat 

I have snacks 

Bets are OPEN ladies & getnz 
Benny

Don’t start with the gambling
Winters 

MONTREAL IS GOING DOOOOOOWN
Castellanos 

timbeeeerrrrrrrrrr 
Huffy 

Is everyone watching? 
Hunter 

I’m at the Kingfisher if anyone wants to come 🙂
Bobsy 

til when? There’s smt wrong w/ my protein skimmer

it stopped foaming 😭 

if it kills Mandy I'm going to die

need to fix first then beers
Vaughny 

Sorry to hear, man

Whatever that is 

& omw Scott
Winters 

NO

NOT MANDY

(who tf is Mandy?)
Washington

#justice4mandy
Matti

It’s the weird blue and orange one that won a prize 

I think 

I'm coming Scotty 🏃🏼
Nate

oh no Matti you didn’t just say that

where’s Hollzy

@Shane @Shane @Shane @Shane 

cmon baby 

say it 

I'm holding the chat for you 
Shane

… that’s what she said. 

But also: fuck off, Nate 🖕🏻

(Also something she probably said, especially if she was your wife)
Nate 

yes keep going i’m so close 
Benny 

Y’all please

Thanks Scott but I’m staying in tonight
Shane

I’m also watching from home but thanks for inviting me :) 
Hunter 

No prob guys, door’s always open

@Bobsy we’ll be here at least until the game ends

You have time 🙂
Bobsy 

k i’ll see you guys later then
Nate

Good luck with the protein thing bobster

thoguhts n prayers for Mandy 
Bobsy 

Thx 🥰
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Shane smiles to himself, reacting to Robinson’s message with a fish emoji and taking another sip of ginger ale. He knows they’re all still technically in the honeymoon phase—if such a thing exists when you get traded for being inconvenient, and everyone on your new team already knows your biggest secret—but he’s still grateful for the way no one ever seems to push or make fun of him for staying in. It probably helps that they’re already used to Bennett, who’s a homebody himself, but still. 
It’s nice to be able to say “no,” and for it to be accepted as a complete sentence for once. 
He turns down the volume on the pre-game commentary, exhausted by hearing the same things over and over again, and swipes over to the chat he has with Ilya, hoping he hasn’t turned off his phone yet. He shouldn't have worried though—Ilya’s reply is almost immediate, and the thought of the other sitting on a bench in the Bears’ locker room at TD Garden, holding his phone as he waits (hopes, maybe?) for Shane to text, makes his stomach swoop with delight. 




Shane

Good luck :) 
Lily

don’t need it

been beating the voyageurs long before they traded their best

what will you give me when i win?
Shane 

If you win? 

Mmm…

Dealer’s choice, I guess. 
Lily

whatever i want, yes? 
Shane 

Only seems fair.
Lily

is good you didn’t come to boston

we would never make it to the ice

too busy fucking in janitor closet to care 
Shane

Such big talk from someone who hasn’t won yet…
Lily

keep talking like that 

see where it gets you
Shane

I was hoping for a trip to the closest janitor closet.

Know where it is?
Lily 

you make me crazy when you talk like this 

you brat

will call after i win 

watch the game yes 

will show off for you x
Shane

Counting on it. 

Speak later :) 
 
When he looks back up at the TV again, the cameras are still on the commentators in the studio, except now there's a picture of his face layered over the right-hand side of the screen. He turns the volume back up, catching the tail-end of a sentence. 
“—as much as you can expect, of course. And I mean, it’s the first time Boston and Montreal are facing each other since Hollander’s trade, and as you can see no one has forgotten.” The visual switches to the arena, settling on the section behind the Bears’ net, where fans clad in black and gold are holding a series of signs that spell ‘HOLLANDER - THANKS FOR THE CUP,’ like it’s a given Boston is going to win it now that he’s gone. Better you than the Voyageurs, he thinks—then immediately knocks on the wooden coffee table in front of him. He’s not gonna let the Bears win another Cup, not if he can help it. 
The cameras pan again, pointing at the tunnels where Montreal is starting to file out onto the ice to a resounding chorus of boos. Shane, petty bitch that he is, smirks a little. For once, he shares the sentiment with the Bears. 
He looks down at his phone, which is buzzing again. 
MontrEWal 🖕🏻

(Hayd, Lily, Shane) 




Today 06:52 p.m.

Hayd named the conversation “MontrEWal 🖕🏻”




Hayd 

Rozanov can you do me a solid 

Can you jam your stick really high into Comeau’s face 

It’s okay if you get a misconduct, I’ll survive 

Thx 
Shane

Don’t give him ideas, please…




He waits for a few seconds, but when it’s clear Ilya is not going to respond, Shane finally puts down his phone, and settles in to watch the game. 
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As far as hockey games go, this one isn’t anything special, until it is. 
Sure, there’s more aggression on Montreal’s side, but by now it’s been long enough since their “shift to a more physical playstyle,” as the media are calling it, that not even the commentators seem too shocked by the way majors and minors keep tallying up for the Voyageurs. 
It’s not like the Bears have ever been clean anyway—if anything, tonight they're more physical than Shane has seen them in the past few games. 
And JJ isn’t even the problem. Everything considered, he’s acting surprisingly restrained—even detached, trying to be as economical as possible in his movements. Around him, Renard and Andropov are acting like they want game misconducts, slashing St-Simon and elbowing Carmichael after he scores.
Whenever the cameras are pointed at Theriault, Shane feels angry and dejected at the same time, alternating waves that are making him dizzy. 
Theriault looks like he doesn’t give a fuck about anything or anyone at all, standing there with his iPad, not a word for Comeau who just gave Boston another power play by hooking Connors forty feet away from the puck like a fucking animal. No words for a team who’s losing 3-1 already at the beginning of the second period. 
What the fuck is going on in Montreal? he thinks. 
But anyway—all of this to say: sin bin time aside, the game is pretty normal. 
And then Montreal comes back from the second period intermission, and it doesn't take long to realize they’ve decided it’s open season on the Bears' centers. Ilya, Carmichael, and Aalto start taking the worst of it, shoved and driven into the boards while their defensemen work overtime to protect both them and the crease.
It looks like utter chaos. Even the commentators are occasionally at a loss for words now, while the cameras linger on Theriault and LeClaire whenever possible—only to catch Theriault looking slightly bored as he leans against the plexiglass dividing him from the tunnel, and Le Claire arguing with a ref over the boards. 
When Carmichael has to skip a shift so the medics can douse his forehead in liquid stitches, Ilya takes a look at Aalto, breathing heavily as he almost trips over the boards in his haste to fill in, and shakes his head, jerking his chin towards the bench. Shane both hates him and loves him for it—Aalto is literally just a rookie, lip busted and face covered in blood from where Lavoie probably broke his nose, but also fuck that. 
lya’s fucking bleeding too—Shane sees it when Ilya gets to the dot for the next power play; he spits on the ice, and his spit is tinged red.  
At that point, Shane just kinda wants it to be over, because this isn’t the hockey he grew up loving—it’s just sloppy carnage. And for fucking what, anyway? There’s no way Montreal are digging themselves out of the pit they’re in, three goals behind and less than ten minutes left in the game.
And then it all goes to shit. 
Shane is sure he sees it only a split second before Ilya does, because he does swerve on the ice, but it’s not enough in his current exhausted state—JJ still crashes into him at stupid speed, wedging him into the boards. 
Ilya somehow still has enough strength in his legs to stay upright, and pushes him away, stick forgotten on the ice. As the ref skates closer, he shoves JJ again, deaf to the call for a stoppage, and spits out his mouthguard to say something, just for JJ to push him back, mouth twisted around a comment Shane just knows the lip readers on Twitter are going to have a field day trying to dissect. As he watches Ilya’s face on the screen, blank and wrong, a bruise forming on his cheekbone and eyes dead and vicious at the same time, Shane gets a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach.
Skate away, Shane thinks. Skate away, Ilya, please.
Ilya doesn’t listen.
Instead, he takes off his gloves with his teeth, grabs at JJ's helmet and yanks it off. His fist lands on JJ's jaw, then his nose, but JJ barely seems to notice. He drops low, hooks his arms behind Ilya's knees, and slams him onto the ice so hard Shane feels the impact in his own bones.  
He drops onto Ilya then, pinning him to the ice, and sure, Ilya’s still landing punches out of sheer spite, but JJ is relentless, has always been—built like a freight train and powered by a chip on his shoulder that’s turned him into 245 pounds of muscle and hatred. 
JJ almost looks like he might relent—he raises his hands as Marleau flies over and grabs Ilya by the shoulders, trying to drag him away from under JJ even as Ilya thrashes against him, trying to grab JJ by the front of his jersey. He frowns, shoving Ilya’s hand away from him and moving off his chest, but then Ilya smiles.
It’s fucking ugly and crooked, and Shane’s ears start ringing as Ilya grips JJ’s jersey, bringing their faces so close together for a second he thinks Ilya’s about to headbutt him. Instead, Ilya snarls something, then spits his bloody spit in JJ’s face, and there’s a moment—a handful of seconds where everything seems to still before JJ simply… detonates, and punches Marleau first, sending him stumbling backwards before he can reorient himself, just for a moment.
The interruption is enough though; it allows JJ to slide his knee back up until it’s on Ilya’s throat, and then he’s just—just wailing on Ilya. Just like that.
St-Simon, Connors, and Hammersmith try to drag JJ away then. Why the fuck is no one from the Voyageurs helping? Sure, they hate Ilya, but JJ has already sent someone to the hospital with a severe concussion, if he continues like that he’s going—he’s going to—
Shane looks down from the screen, and finds his hands are shaking.
Breathe, he tells himself. Breathe now.
His phone starts buzzing, and he picks it up with strange hands that feel clumsy and rubbery.
“Shane, are you watching?”
Jackie’s voice sounds brittle and panicked in his ear, but it forces him to focus on something other than the visual of his arms—those are his, right? The bracelet is there, they’re his, but they feel wrong, fuck, he thought he was done with this shit—fuck, “Not—not anymore, but–”
“Okay babe, don’t—don’t watch. I’ll watch for you, okay? Don’t look.”“Is… is JJ still…?”
“Uh—no, no, they—they got him off, he’s not… um, the medics are there now.”
He feels his breath hitch, and forces himself to breathe. Medics mean Ilya’s not able to get up by himself, which means Ilya’s not—he’s not—
“Jack—is he—is he awake?”
Jackie’s quiet for a second too long, and it’s answer enough even without her whispered, “It… it doesn’t look like it…”
Shane gets up from the couch, and grabs his keys.
“I’m entering the elevator, I might lose you for a minute or two,” he says. “Stay there, Jackie—keep watching.”
“Yes,” she says, clearing her throat. “Okay.”
He presses the B button with unsteady hands, and immediately starts shaking them off because he’s gonna have to drive now, it’s 350 kilometers to Boston, 3 hours and 44 minutes without adding up the time it will take him to get out of Manhattan, fuck, and Shane can’t fucking crash before he gets there, so he needs to calm down, now.
“–ane? Did you get that?”
He gets out of the elevator and walks to his car, forcing his legs to remember how to be something other than steel rods, “No, what did you say?”
“He’s awake, he gave a thumbs up before the medics took him away.”
Shane’s knees buckle so quickly he almost slams his head against the Land Rover. 
Thank fucking Christ, he thinks, and then starts driving. April 2016
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Shane has just crossed the Connecticut river when he loses the internal battle between his stupid useless body and his even stupider and more useless brain. 
He has a cramp in his right leg, he’s so dehydrated his temples keep pulsating, and his left hand sometimes just fucking twitches like he’s being poked with a cattle prod. 
And on top of that, his phone won’t stop fucking ringing, his mom and dad playing tag calling him, and Shane knows he’s being bad right now—knows that he should answer and let them know he’s okay, but he’s trying to get to Boston as quickly as possible, and whenever his parents are involved things tend to get sidetracked pretty easily. 
He takes the first exit to a service plaza, intent on getting a few bottles of water and some caffeine pouches, but then he sees the McDonald’s and almost dents a parked Subaru in his haste to swerve and line up at the drive thru. He’s so fucking stupid, he forgot the new Furby at home, but he’s going to Ilya now, he can’t show up without– 
Outside his window, the speaker crackles to life, “Good evening, what can I getcha?”
“A McNuggets Happy Meal, please. With—with the blue Furby, please. Not the pink one.” 
There’s a small pause, then “Okey-dokey, and to drink?” 
“Water is fine, thanks.” 
After he’s paid, secured the Furby, guzzled down the water, and raided the Cumberland Farms for supplies, Shane decides it’s time to face the music and call his mom back but, as he unlocks the phone, his eyes fall on the clock. 
00:23 a.m.  
He’s supposed to fly to Florida in ten hours. 
Fuck, he thinks, dumping the Cumby’s tote on the passenger seat and scrolling through his contacts until he finds Murdoch’s. He taps on the call icon, and knows he’s being fucking rude, cold-calling his coach past midnight on a travel day, but there’s no way he’s just shooting off a text for Murdoch to have an aneurysm over when he wakes up later. 
“I’m assuming this isn’t a courtesy call,” Murdoch says in lieu of a greeting. He doesn’t sound sleepy, but Shane is Shane, so the first thing he does is apologize.
“I’m sorry for waking you, Coach, I–”
“I was awake. Just tell me, Hollander.” 
Shane takes a deep breath, leaning against the Land Rover’s hood. He’s never done this before—never, not even when his grandpa died. Everything always took a backseat to whatever the fuck hockey thing was going on at the time, which is sad and ludicrous at the same time, and he hopes that, wherever he is, jiji will forgive him for this as he says, “I need to be marked as a healthy scratch for the game, please.” 
A beat, and then, “Okay. Why?” 
“I have a family emergency, Coach. I’m very sorry. I know you—you were counting on me but–” 
“Hollander,” Murdoch says, but he doesn't sound like he’s about to yell at him, so Shane just clicks his mouth shut and listens. “I know it may come as a surprise to you, but the New York Admirals have existed long before Shane Hollander came down from the sky bathed in gold and carried by angels, you know?”
Shane can’t help it—he laughs. It’s not entirely right-sounding, but it releases something inside of him, this knot of dread he hadn’t realized was making it hard to breathe.
“I’m pretty sure Huff hasn’t forgotten how to play wing in the week you’ve been swapping lines, so we should be covered while you’re gone,” Murdoch continues. “If not, then the problem is for me to deal with, not the guy who's dealing with a family emergency. Which, by the way—sorry to hear. Let me know if there’s anything we can do for you while you’re out. You can call me or Fran about it, no questions asked.” 
He slides against the hood of the car more heavily, letting the SUV bear his weight as he clears his throat, “Coach, I’m—I’m really sor–”
“If you say you’re sorry one more time, I’m making sure the plane takes a detour to Ottawa just so I can yell at you in person. Fucking relax, Hollander, go be with your family. We’ll win this one for you, yeah?”
“Yeah,” he says, and hates himself for the wave of gratitude he feels wash over him, because why is he so fucking thankful to Murdoch for being human? For allowing Shane to be human, and not making him feel like his whole existence hinged on performance? Had Montreal really fucked him up that bad? 
“Text me any updates, and—good luck, Shane,” Murdoch says gently before hanging up.
He looks up to the sky, wishing he could see past the light pollution of the service plaza at the stars, gives himself a moment to breathe properly, and gets back on the road. The problem isn’t so much that the Voyageurs treated him so dismissively that they apparently gave him enough trauma that he sometimes felt unworthy of basic human decency—the problem is that he’d let them. 
He knows a large part of the reason why is that people like him—people whose achievements could never be mentioned without reminding everyone of his ethnicity—were not allowed to just exist without being held accountable for an entire race, so theoretically speaking he knows why he’s let them make him so small. 
But still. 
It couldn’t have been all the Voyageurs’ fault, right? 
It had to have started somewhere. 
And that made him feel even worse than remembering how casually he’d let people in Montreal walk over him for the better part of a decade. 
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“Hey mom,” Shane says as he tucks the little caffeine pouch in his cheek.
On the other end of the line, Yuna sounds relieved as she exclaims, “Shane, oh my god, you’re okay? Did you watch the game? We’ve been trying to call you for–”
“I know, I’m sorry mom. I was driving.” 
There’s a pause, and Shane instinctively knows what his mom’s next words are going to be even before she says them. “What do you mean driving?” 
“To Boston.” 
Yuna’s surprised inhale isn’t lost on Shane, even though the call is on speaker while he speeds a little more than he should, trying to make up for the time he lost at the service plaza. 
“At midnight? Shane, you’re exhausted, and it’s a—what, four hour drive?”
“Not that long now, I’m almost in Massachusetts.”
“Shane, baby, be reasonable. Don’t you have a game tomor—today?” 
Sometimes Shane thinks that if such a thing as Yuna Hollander Bingo existed, he would be the undisputed champion. It’s a thought that normally makes him smile, but right now it’s only making his ribs ache, because why, why is it always so hard for his mom to treat him like Shane, why is she always trying to manage him even though it’s not her job anymore? 
Was Shane really so inconsequential that everything he was had to be filtered through Hollander instead? 
“Not anymore. I called Murdoch. Got marked as a healthy scratch,” he says, tapping his fingers on the steering wheel nervously, because there is absolutely no way this call isn’t ending in recriminations, warnings, career advice, or something equally fucking stupid he doesn’t care about—not right now, not when Ilya’s face has been rearranged by someone Shane once thought of as a best friend.
To her credit, Yuna does try to gentle her words, but it’s an exercise in futility because there is no way Shane isn’t taking them personally. 
“Shane, you can’t—I don’t think it’s wise to impact your career like this over…” She doesn’t finish the sentence, but Shane hears her all the same. “You’re not thinking clearly.” 
Maybe—maybe it’s his fault for avoiding the Ilya talk with her for so long, but also… why was it so much easier for his dad to understand? Fuck, he loved his mom, but sometimes he fucking hated her too. They never seemed to be on the same page, not even when the page was hockey, and most of the time it was fine, but most of the time wasn't right now.
“I can, and I am,” he says. “I am not ‘impacting my career,’ I’m literally just skipping one game because someone I care about is hurt.”
“Shane,” she tries again, “You just got traded. You can’t treat the team as if they’re disposable–”
He laughs, “Funny, because I’ve done that my whole career in Montreal, and the one who turned out to be disposable was me.” His mom is quiet on the other end, and Shane knows now is really not the time, but it’s like every moment of friction that ever existed between them is coming to the forefront of his mind, screaming: ‘look at me, remember me?’ and he can’t stop himself from saying what he’s thinking, “If my coach doesn’t have a problem with this, why do you?”
“Shane,” Yuna breathes, the distance between them stretching further and further with every second Shane doesn’t apologize for his outburst, "I don’t—have a problem, I’m just looking out for you. Your career is important.” 
“Fuck my career,” he spits out. “If my career can’t withstand me asking for one game off due to a family emergency, then I don’t know if I fucking want it.” 
It’s a lie, and they both know it. 
Or maybe it’s not really a lie per se—maybe it’s more of a variation on the theme, so to speak, but right now he thinks it’s close enough to the truth that it should scare him. Whether it does is another can of worms entirely. 
Yuna’s next words are almost whisper-quiet, “Is that what you said? That it was a family emergency?”
“No. I told Murdoch I was going to fucking Boston to see how Rozanov’s doing after being flattened like a fucking pancake by my ex best friend—what do you think?”
“Do not take that tone with me, Shane—I’m just saying, claiming a family emergency is serious, that’s all.”
Sometimes I wish you’d listen, instead of just saying, he thinks.  
And then, sometimes I really wish you would treat me like I’m your son, and not one of your clients.
But he says neither, because one thing he’s not going to do right now is hurt his mother out of frustration. “Mom,” he says, as soft as he can to cushion the blow, “I know you don’t know him, and we haven’t really talked about this… but he’s my family too.” 
“Oh,” she says, small and at a loss for words.
Shane clears his throat, “Yeah, oh.”
“Does… does Farah know?” 
He snorts, mentally stamping another bingo square, “No, mom. Not yet.” 
He wishes he had a legitimate reason for that, but all he actually has is a greedy, selfish heart that wants to keep Ilya safe and sound, tucked in the space between his ribs where no one can take him away. 
“Shane, I think… I think we should—I think it would be nice,” she finally settles on, “If we could all sit down and talk, when you’re back and Rozanov is better.”
“Ilya,” he says. “And yes, but after the playoffs. He usually goes to Russia for the summer but I’ll ask, okay?” 
Yuna takes a deep breath, “Okay. And, Shane?”
“Yes mom?”
“Drive safe. Stop if you’re getting sleepy—maybe I can book you a hotel somewhere to–”
“Mom,” he says, but it’s fond, because this is the Yuna who would tuck him into her lap on the big swing in the backyard and read him The Ugly Duckling, but the version of it she’d spent an afternoon painstakingly editing and rewriting on cream cardstock, the new pages superglued to the cardboard ones of his book.
In the Yuna Hollander Remixed edition, the Duckling was never Ugly—just different, and no less deserving of taking up space for that. 
“Okay, okay,” she relents, “You’re twenty-four, you can book your own hotel.” 
“Don’t worry about the hotel, I’ll just sleep at Ilya’s when I get there.” 
“Oh,” she says again. “You… have a key to his apartment?” 
Ilya had described a proper house to him, with a huge backyard and a pool, but he’s too tired to correct something so petty right now, so he just says, “Yeah.” 
She's quiet for a while then, and Shane almost checks the screen to see if the call is still connected, “Call when you know something, okay?” she pleads, low and a little tight, as if the words are painful coming out of her throat.
He nods even though she can see him, “Promise,” and his mom hangs up before he can say anything else, so he takes a swig of water and just keeps driving instead.
The truth is, the rift between him and his mom isn’t all that new. 
It started out as hairline cracks, tiny enough that he didn’t even realize they were there until enough structural damage had been done that he’d started having trouble reconciling the idea of his mom in his head, because he loved his mom, but Yuna was also his manager, and Shane wasn’t sure he loved his manager. 
They’d been able to set boundaries at first—things like, “no momager talk around the dinner table,” and it had been fine for a while, but the older Shane got—the more Hollander he got—the more boundaries kept getting crossed, until the thought of going a single meal without looking over his hockey commitments and social responsibilities was unthinkable. 
It’s not like he blames his mom for everything—he definitely wouldn’t be where he is if Yuna hadn't fought for him tooth and nail, making sure to carve out a place for Shane on the ice just as fiercely as he’d wanted to be there. 
He sees it in retrospect, how taxing all of this had been for her too—not just the driving him back and forth from practice, from extra training, from camps, but the way Shane’s place in the rink kept getting questioned, and how hard Yuna had worked to make sure no one would dare dismiss him before they’d looked at him on the ice. 
And maybe that’s what had driven a wedge between them more than anything else. How, in order for him to belong, she’d had to teach him how to be—and how that person was not who Shane wanted to see whenever he looked in the mirror. 
It’s difficult, though, saying ‘no’ when your whole life you’ve been taught it’s a swear word, and Shane has never been really good at fighting for himself, not in a way that was useful now, because his mom wasn’t a ref who’d made a shit call on the ice—she was the woman who took him to buy his first skates, the one whose name was written on every stick he’d owned since he was old enough to understand what the word “sacrifice” meant, and that its cost was not only measured in money spent. 
So, the rift had stayed, and sometimes it felt so big that Shane had no idea what to do with it except look at his mother, standing on the other side of it, and wonder if it was too late to reach out. 
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A light drizzle starts falling somewhere around the exit for Natick and, by the time he gets to the outskirts of Weston, he can barely see past his windshield, the water pouring down in sheets so thick Shane has to park in the first open spot he sees and wait it out so he doesn’t accidentally wrap the Land Rover around a lamppost. 
He’s not used to long drives like this—especially not with the stress of not knowing how Ilya’s doing just looming over him all the 350 kilometers—so by now Shane feels close to crashing. He takes a second to breathe, rubbing his palms along the fabric of his sweats, and rifles through the Cumby’s tote for a protein bar and more water, chasing both down with another caffeine pouch that gets tucked under his lip. 
Along with keys and sensible, grounded directions to his house, Ilya had also given Shane some ominous warnings about Google Maps not really having the correct positioning down, so the directions towards the end essentially amounted to “driving past one Michael’s is fine if it’s the one next to the Raising Cane’s, but bad if it’s the one next to Sally Beauty, so if you overshoot it just make sure you go back and find the right Michael’s,” and now Shane, who can barely see past his windshield, is trying to use Google Maps to figure out which one is the cursed Michael's. 
He’s pinching and zooming as if his life depended on it when a single, solitary text notification overlays the Greater Boston area map, turning him to a block of ice with a molten core, because what the actual fucking fuck. 
 
JJ - DO NOT CALL/TEXT

explain 2 me how u r gay for 1 sec and have already fucked the shit asshole of the NHL???




As he rereads the text three, four times, hoping for a different outcome and never getting there, his brain starts running through the math.
One, something else has leaked. 
He doesn’t know what exactly could leak at this point to give JJ ideas—the only feasible thing are texts, and even if they dropped the ball and forgot to get rid of a name or pronoun here and there, Shane completely deletes their chats every week (and reminds Ilya to do the same), so it seems unlikely. He swallows down the knot of anxiety lodged in his throat, and googles Hollander Rozanov news?, then Hollander new leak?, then Hollander secret relationship? but mercifully nothing relevant comes up—no new disaster on the horizon, no Montreal Gazette exclusive, no TMZ frame-by-frame breakdown of the video.
So, two: Hayden told JJ. 
He thinks it for only three seconds, but it’s long enough to make him feel ashamed as he checks both the group chat (where Hayden’s only comment the entire night has been “That was fucking stupid Rozanov. Are you okay?”) and their own message thread, where Hayden tried to call him and then sent an audio around the same time he’d left Manhattan, telling him he’d spoken to Jackie, and he was sorry but “Rozanov is a tough motherfucker, he’ll be okay,” and to let him know if Shane needed anything. 
Two is not it—can’t be it. Hayden wouldn’t. He has to believe Hayden wouldn’t, otherwise Shane might as well pack his shit and move to Alaska, and hope to never see another living soul ever again, unless it’s some sort of predatory animal emerging from the wilderness to maul him. Or an Alaskan with a fucking gun. Either way, the outcome would probably be the same.
But whatever. Two is not it, so it doesn’t matter anyway. 
Which brings him to three—the one where JJ had also turned into an avid Reddit fan and, just like Hayden, had started connecting dots. JJ sure was a lot of things, but stupid was not one of them, so if push came to shove, it would probably take him less than Hayden to figure out that Boston Lily was Boston Ilya. Why now, though? Hayden had been on Reddit because of the leak—what had prompted JJ to go down that rabbit hole? He must have seen something, or someone must have said something, because people don’t just randomly finish playing a hockey game and start checking fucking r/hockeyrpf and r/hollanov and all the other bullshit pages Tiên had sent him unless they know what they’re looking for.  
And that was another problem, because—because if someone said something—if—fuck. 
Four… he really doesn’t want to think about option number four. Because option number four is the one where Shane remembers the split second when JJ had raised his hands, palms up, as if to prove to Marleau he wasn’t gonna do anything more than just pin Ilya to the ice. And four is the one where Shane remembers the split second where Ilya had refused to let Marleau drag him away, had smiled instead, feral and vicious, had run his mouth before spitting in JJ’s face and subsequently getting used as a punching bag for his troubles. 
Ilya would never. 
Wouldn’t he? 
Fuck. 
‘Shit asshole of the NHL’—which, debatable considering Dallas Kent, Troy Barrett, and a number of other true assholes were sadly still alive and well, but okay, not the point right now—or not, Ilya wouldn’t say something that could put them in danger like this. Or—well, it’s not like Shane was a secret anymore, was he? And if anything, Shane wasn’t the one that risked getting thrown in jail if things got way out of hand and he lost his American visa. 




  





And what the fuck could Ilya have even time to say, in those four-five seconds before he thought it would be what, funny? to bait JJ and fucking spit at him, like Ilya has a fucking death wish or something? And for what fucking purpose anyway, just to out himself and their relationship, because what, one career-derailing outing wasn't enough?  He wanted a second one now, complete with the possibility of getting shipped off to a Siberian bunker for breaking the fucking law?
There better be an option number five, and it better make more fucking sense than four. 
It’s definitely against his better judgment, and he knows he should probably take a breather and sleep on it before getting back to JJ—if at all—but he just drove 350 kilometers not knowing if Ilya is okay, still doesn’t know if Ilya is okay, and JJ is choosing right now to recriminate, after everything that’s happened in the past month and—look, Shane never claimed to be perfectly in control of his emotions. He’s fucking human too, and sometimes—well, sometimes he makes bad decisions. 
 
JJ - DO NOT CALL/TEXT

explain 2 me how u r gay for 1 sec and have already fucked the shit asshole of the NHL???
Shane

What do you mean?
JJ - DO NOT CALL/TEXT 

fuck u

he TOLD me
Shane 

Who told you? What did they tell you? 
JJ - DO NOT CALL/TEXT 

u r a piece of work hollander




The chat bubble appears and disappears a couple of times before going away completely, and his phone starts ringing instead. The hot-cold wave of dread that washes over him is absolutely nothing new, and Shane can already feel his mind starting to drift sideways, trying to disconnect as he taps on the green answer icon with more force than necessary, and says, “Who told you what?”
“Do you think I’m fucking stu—do you both think I’m fucking stupid?” JJ laughs, but it has an edge of hysteria that Shane doesn’t like at all. “You think he can tell me—you know what, why don’t you ask him, yeah? If his jaw’s still working, that is.” 
Shane’s mind snaps back into its rightful place like a rubber band, and he tightens his hand around the steering wheel, knuckles going white as he spits out, “Asshole, don’t fucking talk about him like that after what you did tonight.”
“Oh, so now you know who I’m talking about? Fuck off, Hollander.” 
“What the fuck do you want from me? No, for real JJ—what the actual fuck would please you, because you’ve been very clear on what you think of me now—what was it, it started with an F, oh yeah, you called me a fa–”
“Stop!” JJ screams. “Stop, don’t say it. Stop!” 
Shane is so fucking angry he’s either seeing through a crimson filter, or the rain has turned into blood or something equally as ominous. All things considered, he’s not sure what would be better. 
“What do you mean ‘stop’? I thought that was what you called for, no? Since you haven’t called to ask how I was doing after I got fucking stoned in the public square for Comeau’s enjoyment. And not that it’s any of your fucking business, but—I’ve been fucking the shit asshole of the NHL since I was nineteen. I’ve been gay this whole fucking time, asshole, I didn’t flip a fucking switch or whatever it is you think I did.”
Shane blinks, slapping a hand over his mouth. 
Fuck. 
Fuck. 
Fuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuckfuck.
There’s an eerie silence on the other side of the line, and it holds for a handful of seconds before JJ says, quiet as he’s ever been, “Nineteen?” 
Shane takes a shaky breath, wedging the phone between his cheek and shoulder so he can grab at his left wrist, pressing down into the links of the chain until it hurts, until the imprint is left on his thumb once he lets up. Once he’s sure he’s not going to throw up, he says, “Nineteen.”
“Crisse Shane, I thought…” a deep breath, and then, “No. Fuck this. We’re not doing this shit over the phone. Next week when I’m in New York we talk in person.” 
Shane laughs, because fucking what? “Says who?” 
“Says me, Shane, fuck!”
He blinks a few times, the rain pelting his windshield taking back its normal color as he feels a little more grounded with each press of his fingerpads into the bracelet. He’s a little floaty, like he’s two people, and one is looking at him from outside his body, but it’s happened before, and it’s nothing he can’t manage. “Why the fuck should I agree to that?” 
“Because—because.” JJ is not yelling anymore now, he just sounds exhausted, and Shane knows he should maybe try to care, because if he doesn’t then there’s no point in even staying on the phone right now, but he’s finding it a little hard to do that right now. All he can think is—
“What the fuck were you thinking, JJ?” 
If Shane hadn’t just driven 350 kilometers to come see the damage done to the man he loves, he would probably feel a modicum of sympathy for JJ. The thing is, he has just driven for four hours to get to Ilya—he’s literally parked on the side of some random Weston road as he waits for the rain to let up enough so that he can figure out which Michael’s is the good one. 
So instead he feels nothing as JJ’s voice goes raspy and he says, “S’il te plaît, mon chum. Can we just talk? Just—just you and me. Just talk, I promise.”
Shane grinds the heel of his hand against his closed eyes, and wishes there was someone else in the car to stop him from doing this, but he’s alone, so he says, “I don’t know. I will text you and let you know. I have to go now.” 
“Shane–”
“What?”



“Is… is he okay?” 
He leans his head back against the headrest, looking up to the roof of his car, “I don't know, I just got to Boston. He better be okay or there won’t be much talking next week, I don’t care how much you beg.” 
JJ’s breath skips, “You’re in Boston?” 
“I just got here.”
“I… okay. We… please, text me. I just—I just want to talk, please.” 
“I’ll text you,” he says, and hangs up before he can hear anything else. 
Fuck, he thinks. 
Fuck my whole ass goddamn fucking life. 
Shane had first met JJ’s grandma three days into his rookie season, when JJ had sauntered over with a smile, slapped a hand on his shoulder, and declared he was going to treat Shane to lunch. 
His introverted brain had been too blindsided by the offer to come up with a good excuse as to why he couldn’t, so a couple of hours later he’d found himself sitting at a six-person table with JJ, the Mezami’s head chef Antoine, Nana Lyne—who’d come to Quebec in the early seventies and started a culinary empire from scratch—and a truly staggering amount of dishes.
Shane’s relationship with food had always been transactional at best and absolutely fucking disheartening at worst, a carefully negotiated balance between what his athlete body needed and what his mind thought he deserved, but nothing—not even the strict macrobiotic diet his new nutritionist had put him on—could have prevented Shane from digging in—not when both the chef and the owner (who was his teammate’s fucking grandmother, for fuck’s sake) were sitting at the table and telling him everything about the food they'd prepared just for Shane. 
And so they ate, and talked—an hour turning into two, three, four, into an absolutely vicious game of Scrabble followed by dinner, all at the same table, JJ’s grandma feeding Shane blackmail material disguised as JJ’s childhood stories, all notably lacking mentions of “mom” and “dad” in a way that made Shane feel both lucky and melancholy at the same time. By the end of the night he’d decided that yes, JJ was cool—maybe a little too touchy-feely and unselfconscious in a way Shane had never been subjected to before (and that he honestly envied a little), but he was really funny and had taken approximately 0.7 seconds to adopt Shane, so… it could have been worse, really. Hanging out at Mezami with JJ’s grandma became a sort of ritual for them—at least until Nana Lyne had gotten pneumonia, and started spending less and less time in the kitchen, and more and more time in the hospital.
And then, two Novembers ago, the Voyageurs had been stuck in New Jersey due to a record breaking storm that had wrapped a large part of the US east coast in a thick blanket of snow, effectively stranding them at Newark Liberty International. By that point, Nana Lyne had been in a nursing home for quite a while, and didn't really recognize JJ anymore, but—roadies permitting—JJ had been at the home every Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday to bring her homemade food, to sit with her and watch tv, to take her to Mass. 
Shane would usually drive, because he knew JJ didn't like to drive afterwards, so he’d spent years witnessing firsthand the amount of care and kindness his friend put into each visit—it had been one of the things they’d really bonded over, aside from Words With Friends. JJ would walk into the home with a smile and trays of pastries for the nursing staff, holding bags of merchandise he could sign for die-hard fans, his backpack full of sudoku, crossword puzzles, and board games he would leave in the family room for everyone to use. 
Afterwards, though, he always got very quiet— he would barely say a word while Shane drove them back into Montreal, he’d mostly just stare out the window without moving a muscle until they were back at one of their places. Then he’d shake off whatever he'd been thinking, turning to Shane with a massive smile and a, “What are we having for dinner?”
Shane had always thought it would take a special kind of hell to break a man like that, and being grounded by a snowstorm while his grandma died in Montreal had done the trick. 
He’d watched JJ wear a hole in the carpet of their shared hotel room as he paced back and forth, googling frantically, at times yelling into the phone as he offered piles and piles of money to each new person at the other end of the line, making promises, throwing his name around in the hopes that the prospect of catering to a VIP would shake something loose and finally get him what he needed. He'd tried everything—renting a car, chartering a private flight, asking if there was any way a motorcoach or a greyhound or whatever the fuck they were called in the frozen hellscape that was the US North East could take him to Canada somehow, or close enough to Montreal that he could hop around or rent a car or do something until he got home in time to say goodbye. 
He hadn't managed. In the end, they’d found a private charter out of Trenton who had agreed to disregard common sense—for a frankly extortionistic sum—but by the time JJ landed in Montreal alone, all he could text Shane and Hayden was that Nana Lyne was already gone.
April 2016

Saturday 3rd, 02:13 a.m.

Weston 

Massachusetts 
 
Shane has never seen Ilya’s new house before—only the penthouse he had in Boston proper, the one the Bears had set up for him when he was a rookie and that he’d never really grown out of—so when he finally does get there, he has to stop and take stock, because holy shit. 
Despite Ilya’s brief description he didn’t really know what to expect, really, but Ilya’s house is all glass and sleek lines, a modern transparent box that both does and does not feel like Ilya at all, a sort of visual representation of all the contradictions that made up Ilya, to the point where Shane finds himself stuck staring at the lockpad at the entrance, unsure what to do with the wave of fondness that’s threatening to take him under. 
Is it stupid to get emotional over someone’s house? Probably, he thinks, but it’s not like it’s the stupidest thing he’s ever felt—especially associated to Ilya—so he cuts himself some slack. He has a job to do, and he’s wasted enough time as it is stopping along the way, so—into the belly of the beast he goes, taking off his shoes at the entrance and leaving his bag as well so he can scope out the perimeter. 
He’s just barely taken in the huge, open space living area, when a noise from upstairs makes his blood freeze. How the hell is Ilya already home? That hit did not look like—another noise. 
Fuck, he thinks, slowly making his way up the floating staircase and gearing up for a fight. Of course Ilya gets injured and thieves want to rob his fucking house, there’s no way he’s already home after JJ’s fucking paddle-hands played bongos with his face. 
The upstairs is dark and quiet except for the room at the end of the hall, door wide open and light turned on. From this angle, Shane can see it’s a bedroom. Probably the master, judging by how fucking big the bed is. Of course Ilya would have the mother of all beds in his room, that looks even bigger than a Califor–
“Stop right there,” a very female voice says, “I’ll pepper spray the fuck out of you, motherfucker.” 
Shane blinks, and feels the bite of something plasticky against the back of his neck. What the fuck? he thinks. He hasn’t even made it three feet into the hallway. Where the fuck had she been hiding? 
“Turn around. Now.” 
In the dimness, she looks a little wild—all curly hair and huge eyes, the can of pepper spray poised to strike until something evidently clicks for her and she opens her mouth in a little O, eyebrows raising into her hairline and pepper spray disappearing from view. 
“Uh,” Shane says. 
“Well fuck me,” she says. “I knew I wasn’t seeing things, I knew it was you. ‘Not another player’ my ass,” she snorts, then deepens her voice into a semblance of Ilya’s baritone, “‘Relax, she is just some girl from Canada, mind your business’—yah huh. You’re terrible at fake names by the way—Jane? Come the fuck on, kid.”
“Uh,” he says again, suddenly feeling like he needs to sit down because who the fuck is this, and why does she know about Jane? And more importantly—how does she know about Jane? 
“Hello?” She says, waving a hand in front of his face. “Hollander? You gonna fuckin’ faint? Cos I have enough shit to do taking care of one dumbass hockey player for one night, I don’t need a second one.” She sounds flippant, but the longer he spends seesawing between panic and breathing, the more concerned she looks, eyebrows pulling together in a frown. “Hollander, I’m joking—are you really gonna faint? Shit, sit down, come on,” she all but drags him to the second room on the right—another huge bedroom—and sits him down on the sofa. 
She moves around the room as if she’s been there before, as if she knows where everything is, and one look around tells Shane that yes, both of those things are true. There’s pictures of her and Ilya everywhere—pinned to a corkboard together with scraps of paper thick with handwritten Russian, framed on the wall, pictures of them going back years, their faces growing softer and younger and their frames smaller. Shane’s eyes snag on a huge framed print of the two of them sitting on a towel in the sand, putting a little flag on top of a turret of their sandcastle. Two women sit next to them, and they all look so beautiful and happy that Shane just–
“Who are you?” he asks when she’s back in front of him with a glass of water from the en-suite. 
“Svetlana,” she says, as if that’s supposed to mean something, and fuck, clearly it should. Fuck. Ilya had mentioned her only once in six years, and only very recently, but clearly Shane should have asked, because this is not just a random hookup, this is—this is fucking family. He looks at the beach picture again, and she follows his gaze. “Ah. That’s Anapa. We were… maybe five. Maybe four, I don’t know. Drink,” she finishes, pushing the glass towards Shane again. 
“Um, thanks.” 
“Sure. You gonna be okay? I’m just in Ilya’s bedroom if you need–” Shane’s face must do something weird and totally unprompted, because she changes course immediately, “Why don’t you come with? I’m just packing a bag for him.”
“How is he?” Shane asks, trying not to focus on the fact that this person he doesn’t know, this evidently huge part of Ilya’s life, is packing a bag. In his house. Where she has her own fucking bedroom. Filled with years and years of photographic evidence of a lifetime spent gravitating each other’s orbits. Not the time, he thinks to himself. 
Svetlana shrugs, then moves her head left and right in a way that sends her curls bouncing everywhere. “Heh. Grade two concussion, small fracture of the zygomatic bone. Brady—his athletic trainer—only gave me the big picture. But you know how this shit goes. Split lip, stitches, bruises—that’s just a given, considering the wicked fuckin’ pounding he got.” 
Shane stops in his tracks, “Grade two?!” 
“Yeah. Think he was unconscious for a little bit on the ice—looked like it anyway. Brady said he was way off his baseline when he checked him, but the gap was already shorter by the time they made it to Mass Gen. Come, sit here,” she says, walking Shane through the master bedroom to a walk-in closet.
It’s twice as big as Shane’s own, and whereas the rest of Ilya’s house looks almost clinically tidy, this room is an absolute mess—clothes strewn everywhere, a big white dresser in the middle with magazines and books stacked on top of each other. In a small trinket dish sit Anya and Dima, guarding a couple of Patek Philippe watches, one of which has a custom black strap with golden details, and a big 81 engraved on the face.
Shane clears enough space for him to be able to sit down on one of the plush benches surrounding the central dresser, and watches Svetlana move around the room. 
“You’re driving me to the hospital, yes?” 
“Yes,” he answers without thinking, and then frowns, “Is there a way I can see him without anyone knowing? I’m supposed to be headed to Ottawa right now.”
“Mmm, we’ll figure something out. Worst case scenario, he should only be there for one night, so you will see him tomorrow. Don’t even know why the fuck I’m packing him a bag. You’re staying?” 
“Yeah, I’m—I’m staying,” he nods, watching Svetlana stuff three different pairs of socks into a duffel before half climbing into one of the bigger clothing racks. “Where the fuck is that goddamned sweatshirt–”
“Uh,” Shane says. “The… the white Gucci one?” 
Svetlana’s voice is muffled as she keeps rifling through the clothes, tossing hoodie after sweatshirt behind her as she knee-walks deeper into the nook. Shane catches them all, folding them and leaving them on the bench next to him. “Yeah, you see it?” 
Shane runs a hand through his hair, on the verge of a bout of semi-hysterical laughter. “It’s—It’s in New York. In my closet.” 
The racket stops, Svetlana's dry “Ah,” making him wince. “Well then,” she says, climbing out of the closet with a different sweatshirt in her hands, “All set?” 
Between the rain and Svetlana’s confusingly quick—and sometimes unintelligible—directions, Shane manages to “watch out for the staties on the Pike,” “bang a—clearly illegal—uey” that would give his father a heart attack and a half, and almost drive straight into the Charles river, but they do finally reach their destination, the brown-and-tan brick face of Massachusetts General Hospital looming over them. 
“Okay,” he says as they listen to the rain pelt the hood of the Land Rover. “Let’s go.” 
“Yah no,” Svetlana snorts, “You’re staying the fuck put, I go in and see if he’s even there and awake and if there’s a way to smuggle you in without alerting the National fuckin’ Guard that Shane Hollander is in the house. It’s not like I can stuff you up in my pocketbook, you’re not a pack of cigs.” She takes Shane’s hand while reaching out for his phone, gently bending his index finger until she can press it on the screen and unlock the phone. “Alright, I call you when I know something—am I your only Svetlana or do I need to put my last name in here? You want me to make up a shitty ass nickname? I can call myself Sven if you like,” she winks, and Shane finds himself hiding a grin behind his hand. 
“Shut the fuck up,” he says, but there’s no bite in it, and she cackles. 
“If you take the second exit on that rotary there,” she says pointing outside, “There’s a Dunks like yay close. Don’t wait out here like a fuckin’ stalker.”
He cocks his head, smiling a little against all odds, “Svetlana?”
“Shane?” 
“I don’t know what the fuck you’re saying half the time,” he says. 
Svetlana snorts, patting his forearm and grabbing Ilya’s bag from the footwell, “We’ll make a real boy out of you yet, Pinocchio,” and then runs out of the car, and across the street into the hospital.
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He jolts awake, the ring of the phone assaulting his senses as his brain tries to disengage from whatever fucked up thing he was dreaming and come back online. Shane blinks a couple of times, rubbing his eyes and pawing around for his phone. Svetlana’s name flashes on the screen with a Facetime request, so he sets the phone back in its cradle on the dashboard, and taps on the green icon. When Ilya’s face fills the screen, Shane sits up straight, immediately more awake.
“Ilya, how ar–”
“Solnyshko,” Ilya says with a bright grin. “Sveta skazala, chto ty v moyom gorode... dlya menya? No pochemu ty ne zdes'?  (Sunshine. Sveta said you're in my city... for me? But why aren't you here?)” He frowns for a second, Shane just blinking as his brain tries to catch onto any of the words, failing miserably. “Gde ty, solnyshko? Prikhodi syuda. Khochu potselovat’ tvoyo lichiko... vse vesnushki. Vse. Odnu... potom druguyu... chmok... chmok... poka ne soschitayu.  (Where are you, sunshine? Come here. I want to kiss your little face... all your freckles. All of them. One... then another... smooch... smooch... until I've counted them.)”
The only words Shane has gotten out of all that are solnyshko, Sveta, chto and vesnushki, and while none of those are helping him understand if Ilya is okay or not, the fact that Svetlana is letting him use her phone and that Ilya sounds drugged out of his skull but is awake and relatively responsive means that his condition is not critical, regardless of how battered his poor face looks.
Out of frame, Shane hears Svetlana cackle and say “Fucking hell, I wish I was recording this. Ilya, you’re not speaking English—Shane doesn’t know Russian. Switch language.” 
Ilya turns his head towards where Shane assumes Sveta is sitting, an affronted expression on his face. “O chem ty? Ya zhe po-angliyski govoryu!  (What do you mean? I am speaking English!)”
That one goes over a little better, said slower and with more than a handful of words Shane understands and can contextualize, and it makes him chuckle. “Ty ne govorish' po-angliyski,  (You do not speak English,)” he tries, and chuckles again as Ilya’s face swings back to the phone.
“Vot! On ponimayet!  (See? He understands!)”
Sveta’s nose and one squinty eye pop into frame, the halo of her hair fully covering Ilya’s face. “The fuck? You speak Russian now?” 
“Ya ochen' malo govoryu po-russki,  (I speak very little Russian)” he says carefully. “Ya uchus'.  (I am learning.)”
“Your pronunciation is abysmal,” Sveta says with a smile while Ilya’s nose pokes through the curtain of her curls, followed by his mouth. He tries to blow the hair away with a series of pfff-pfff-pfffs, but then gives up and uses the hand that’s not holding the phone to part Svetlana’s hair until he can see the screen again. 
“His pronunciation sucks because he’s Canadian,” Ilya says, randomly slipping back into slurred English, “Ask him to say ‘accurate,’ he says it so fucking weird. Aaaaaaa—kkuuuuuu—riiiiiiiiit,” he sounds out, and Shane has to bite his lip to stop himself from laughing and disturbing Ilya’s rant. “Aaaaaaaaaaaaa—kkkkkkkkkuuuuuu— pogodi... a o chyom my voobshche govorili?  (wait, what are we even talking about?)”
Svetlana snorts, moving out of frame again and saying “You were telling him how much you want to kiss his freckles,” which should probably make Shane self-conscious, but only makes him laugh instead.  
Ilya nods, face completely serious, “Ah, yes. Good freckles. Like sexy chicken pox. You are so beautiful, solnyshko,” he says, seemingly deciding the English is sticking this time around. “All sleek lines and hard muscles, and soft inside. Like a car. You’re like a Ferrari. No, wait, like a Lamborghini. Sveta, what car is he?” 
“Ilya, he drives a Land fuckin’ Rover, he’s a Mazda Protegé at best,” she says, then squeals as Ilya grabs his pillow and flings it at her. 
“Shut the fuck up Svetlana, you’re a fucking Mazda Prote–” the screen shakes as Ilya starts moving around and trying to get up from the bed, but Svetlana comes back into frame, pushing Ilya back down and gently placing the pillow on his face.
“Shhhh! Ilya, stop fucking moving, Brady is going to murder me, you have a fucking concussion you moron—stop squirming! Just lay down and think of Mother Russia, fuck!” 
To her credit, Ilya stops moving and from underneath the pillow, he says, “Okeeeeeey,” then starts giggling. 
“Svetlana,” Shane tries, then clears his throat, realizing he’s maybe three seconds away from crying only because of how rough his voice sounds. She must hear it too, as she immediately leaves the pillow and grabs the phone, taking it away from where it’s still clutched in Ilya’s hand, still trying to keep the right angle for a video call. 
“Hey, what’s wrong?” She says, bringing the phone closer to her face as if trying to see him better. “You’re crying?” 
“No. Yes. Maybe. Fuck off,” he settles on eventually, rubbing his eyes and blowing out a breath that was half-lodged in his throat. 
Svetlana hums, gentling her tone. “Shane, he’s okay. I promise. His head is hard.”
Out of frame, Ilya says “All of me is hard, thank yoooouuuuu!” in a shrill falsetto, then breaks out into more giggles.
Svetlana rolls her eyes, “See? He’s good. Even the fracture is so perfect that all he has to do is avoid putting pressure on it and not blow his nose for a few weeks, that’s it. The rest is just cuts and bruises, nothing more.” 
Shane nods, sniffling a little and hating himself for the display of vulnerability in front of someone he’s just met, but he’s finding it hard to stop now that his body decided it’s time to release all the tension he accumulated in the course of the evening. “How’s his head?” he asks, rubbing the sleeve of his hoodie across his face to dry it up. 
“No complaiiiiiinnntsssss,” Ilya singsongs. 
Svetlana closes her eyes, taking a deep breath and shaking her head, “Ilyusha, shut the fuck up,” she says, and Ilya giggles again. “His head is—the concussed brain is fine,” she almost yells as Ilya starts singing ‘no complaints’ again. “He needs to rest for a few days, the usual. Brady wasn’t too worried though, said he’s seen way worse, and Ilya was basically back on baseline before they drugged him up to his fucking gills. I’ll bring you the medical notes, alright?”
Shane nods, “Thank you.”
“No stress,” she says, “But I don’t think you coming here is worth the risk—there’s like a fuckin’ platoon of nurses right outside the room, plus Marleau has literally had them put a cot in here. I sent him away to get me a regular but he’s gonna be here all night.”
“Marleau’s there?” 
“Yeah. Don’t worry too much, okay? He’ll be fine. You’ll get him all to yourself tomorrow when he’s discharged.” 
“Svetlana?” 
“Sveta.”
Shane swallows around the thickness in his throat, “Okay, Sveta—thank you. Really.” 
She winks, then angles the phone towards Ilya again. He’s settled back against the pillow, an ice pack now pressed against the cut on his lips as he walks his fingers against his chest and murmurs something under his breath. “Ilyusha, say goodbye to Shane.” 
Without looking up he says, “Bye solnyshko. Love you.” 
Shane’s heart skips a beat or two, and it’s so fucking unfair, how Ilya can do this to him even while he’s completely out of his mind, not even knowing what he’s saying. Shane is so fucking stupid for him. He smiles—maybe a little wonky and teary still, but getting there nonetheless, “Bye baby. Love you too.”
The last thing he catches before Svetlana ends the call is her murmured ‘disgusting,’ and how—despite the harshness of the word—her chin wobbles a little. She gives Shane a soft smile, and then hangs up. 
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Despite Shane’s reassurances that she can totally come back to Weston with him, and that he’s not trying to kick her out of Ilya’s house, Svetlana insists on walking back to her place with a “No offense, Hollander, but I’ve had enough of everyone’s bullshit for a day, I need to see my cats and sleep in my bed,” and when she threatens bodily harm after he suggests driving her home, Shane can’t really do anything else but let her go. 
Shane hasn’t known her long, but he’s under the impression that there isn’t much you can do when she’s made up her mind, and it’s funny how last week he almost had a conniption at the thought of “Sveta” buying Ilya clothes, and now he feels completely at ease trusting her with both Ilya and their secret. 
Once he gets back to Ilya’s house, Shane feels too wired up to sleep, so he takes his time fiddling with Ilya’s Keurig, rifling through an assortment of Dunkin Donuts’ K-Cups that have him absolutely flabbergasted as to how anyone can drink something called Apple Cider Donut and Butter Pecan and still call it coffee.
Instead of worrying about sugar content, he does the unthinkable: he slots a Turtle Love K-Cup—Ilya’s favorite, if the three boxes in the cabinet tell Shane the right story—into the machine, and makes himself a coffee, even going as far as spending a full minute trying to convince himself it’s because he needs the caffeine, then dropping all pretense and accepting that he’s only doing it to feel closer to Ilya. 
Shane makes sure to take a picture of him giving a middle finger to the row of Bears-branded cups on display, and sends it to Ilya before finding an innocuous blue mug with a green rim hidden behind a—frankly impressive—collection of shot glasses. He drinks his (absolutely disgusting) coffee-adjacent concoction as he wanders through Ilya’s house like a ghost, looking at his collection of DVDs and movie posters on the walls, touching the cracked spines of all his books, all the way back upstairs to the master bedroom. 
It’s maybe a little presumptuous to assume he can make himself at home in Ilya’s bed when he’s not there—there are, after all, a ridiculous number of guest rooms, so many that Shane has to leave himself a reminder on his phone to make fun of Ilya for running a B&B—but… well. The sheets probably still smell like him, and Shane is only a man, after all. A simple, besotted, homesick man. 
He spends a few minutes tidying up the walk-in closet—folding clothes and leaving them on one of the smaller dressers—but stops once he realizes he’s not sure how much of the mess was caused by Svetlana packing, and how much is just Ilya’s default state of being. Shane moves to the en-suite next, feeling self-conscious as he snoops through Ilya's cabinets and drawers looking for a spare toothbrush. 
Once Ilya finds out Shane left New York without packing a single thing, he's never gonna hear the end of it.
Ilya isn't here now though, so Shane curls up under the sheets, hugs a pillow that smells like Ilya’s shampoo, and closes his eyes. 
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There was a time when Shane was young and unburdened (let’s call it somewhere between twelve and fifteen), when cellphones were Finnish-made bricks you could put under an industrial press and start taking bets over what would fold first. 
Back then, phones were an accessory that let you communicate with the world, but the world didn’t always communicate back—and that was fine, Shane was happy with it, he loved being able to call his mom and dad and his girlfriend (bless sweet Jessica’s heart, wherever she is—hopefully with someone who is actually into her and not very deep in the closet, at times looking at her brother wondering what if though), and that was it. 
Things are substantially different now, and it’s not like Shane is one of those anti-technology people who thought microwaves were the devil, he’s not—he was actually looking forward to the flying cars, back in 2000, but then nothing came of it and that was a bit of a disappointment, truth be told—it’s just that—
He’s so fucking tired of getting woken up by his phone. 
By now, he knows better than to ignore this type of wake-up call, because you never know who might be reaching out to tell you something fucked up has happened to you—like for instance a teammate trying to ruin your life—but this time it’s just Svetlana, so maybe she has updates about Ilya, and not picking up is not a viable option. 
“Sveta?”
“Don’t freak out,” she says, immediately freaking Shane out, “But Marleau is driving Ilya home.” 
There’s a pause where he’s trying to process those words in different combinations, but unfortunately the end result remains unchanged. “I’m sorry,” he says with a calm he doesn’t feel, “Fucking what?” 
She sighs, “I know, I know. I was gonna do it but I have an emergency and Cliffy’s already there, so–”
“An emergency?! Sveta, this is an emergency, what the fuck am I gonna–”
“Look, Papaya is in labor and–”
“Who the fuck is Papaya?” 
“My cat—look, listen, listen to me Shane. Listen. Are you listening?” 
He raises his eyes to the ceiling, but—aside from a gigantic mirror he hadn’t previously noticed, that does nothing but startle him because of course Ilya has a mirror on the ceiling of his master bedroom—there’s nothing there to help him through this, so he swallows and says, “Yeah. I’m listening.”
“I told Cliff that a friend of Ilya’s had come over to help.” 
“Right. I’m sure that fixes everything. I’m sure Cliff fucking Marleau isn't gonna think twice about me being in Boston when I’m supposed to have a game in Florida tonight.” 
“Listen,” she says again, more urgently. In the background, Shane hears a pained cry, and startles. 
“Holy shit, is that Papaya?” 
“Yes—Shane, please, I really need to go, she's never given birth before and there’s so many kittens in there it's like Andrew Square on the day of the fuckin’ Saint Patrick's parade–” the wailing continues, pitch lowering and vibrating with intensity.
It sounds absolutely terrifying.
“What the… is she okay?” 
“I don’t know, the vet is coming over but how would you feel if you were pushing six babies out of your vagina? Not just a regular fuckin’ Saturday, yeah?” She takes a deep breath, and Shane decides to shut up and give her space. “Look—please, please give Cliff a chance.” 
“Uh, what do you mean?” 
“He’s really good, Shane. He’s a good person. He’s a good friend to Ilya, and he’s also a really good fuck, but–”
“Svetlana.” 
“No, I’m saying—I said you’re a friend, okay? I didn’t say Jane, I didn’t say anything else. Marleau is a bit thick, sure, but he’s not that thick… and more than that he’s good.” There’s a pause where Shane hears what he assumes is the click of a door closing, because Papaya’s anguished cries are suddenly muted. “So if… if maybe you feel like sharing Jane with him, maybe it will be good for you and Ilya, who’s got no one here aside from me—and much as my dad tried when I was growing up, I am not a hockey player who’s surgically attached to Ilya’s hip twelve hours a day.” 
He sits up, rubbing the sleep away from his eyes and somehow feeling more tired than before. 
It’s not that he doesn’t understand what Svetlana is trying to get at, and it isn’t even a matter of being ashamed of Ilya and what he feels for him—it’s more that Ilya is still closeted, still Russian, still unsafe, and what if Marleau turns out to be not so good after all, what if he betrays Ilya’s trust and leopards eat Ilya’s face? 
But then again, Shane doesn’t know Marleau—doesn’t really know Ilya’s life in Boston, not really. Shane has his parents, and Hayden and Jackie—who does Ilya have? Sveta, sure, but she literally just found out the truth about Jane less than twenty-four hours ago, so he’s not sure that qualifies as a viable support system yet. 
Did people do this, the way Ilya had been doing so far? Did they bear the weight of all their secrets alone, without folding in on themselves? He had, but Shane wasn't sure he'd recommend people follow in his footsteps, because truth be told he wouldn't wish what happened to him to his worst enemy, not even when that enemy had been the one to make him microdose hell on earth.
Besides, they do say it takes a village. 
“It’s not my choice to make,” Shane says eventually. “I’ll take my cues from Ilya on this. But—thank you for letting me know they’re coming.”
“Of course. Okay, now I really gotta go back to my baby, but call me if shit’s fucked up, yeah?”
He smiles despite himself, “For sure. Give my best to Papaya.”
To psych himself up, Shane makes himself another Dunkin Donuts concoction—and ends up regretting it not even five minutes later, when the knot of anxiety in his stomach makes him fervently wish he hadn’t just chugged the liquid equivalent of a candy cane—and truly someone should check Dunkin Donuts’ hubris because what the actual fuck.
Now all he wants to do is throw up. 
Feeling empowered by the discovery of rice crackers in Ilya’s bread box, Shane decides he is not going to throw up, and instead makes his way to Ilya’s fridge—which, truth be told, has Shane a little hot and bothered, because the thing has two doors and a large touch screen that lets him see what’s inside without even having to open it. 
The screen doubles as a tablet; Ilya has downloaded all his social media apps, and Shane gets lost for a while following in real time the constant trickle of incoming notifications from Twitter and Instagram, a wealth of random online strangers tagging Ilya in memes about him baiting JJ, as well as a lot of well-wishes. 
The duality of mankind. 
At the center of the screen Ilya has pinned a couple of pictures—one of him and Svetlana, one of the view of the Hudson taken from Shane’s apartment—along with what seems like a bunch of nondescript dates and times, but Shane knows to be the Admirals’ game schedule. Shane has a similar calendar in New York, stuck to his own fridge with a misprinted Smokey Bear magnet Ilya got him as a joke and that Shane is now completely obsessed with, because good ol’ Smokey looks like he smoked a joint before informing everyone of the danger of wildfires. 
He decides to stop looking at the screen and opens the fridge instead, rifling through the various piles of produce, yogurts, and coke cans. Behind what appears to be an entire army of pickled vegetables, Shane finds a massive carton of eggs with only two sad leftover ones. He checks the expiration date, and after making sure they’re still sinking in water, cooks himself some type of omelette-adjacent food that ends up being three parts spinach—Ilya’s vegetable obsession, judging by the fact an entire shelf is dedicated to it—and one part eggs, but it’s enough to settle the white chocolate peppermint coffee sloshing around his stomach, so he’s counting it as a win. 
Shane has just finished loading up the dishwasher when he hears a noise of keys jangling in the front door’s lock, so he dries his hands with a Boston Bears—ugh—dish towel, and makes his way to the entrance, ready to fight. Or fly. Or maybe just freeze, or fawn, or any of the other things he now knows he does because he read about them in the copy of Psychology Today he found in Ilya’s bathroom. 
Ilya’s rumbling laughter reaches him before Shane can turn the corner and make himself known. It’s so loud it covers most of what Marleau’s saying, but Shane catches the tail-end of it anyway, “–gonna look at me and tell me that I’m wrong? Am I wrong? It makes so much fucking sense, dude—they were in love!”
“They were not in love—he kidnapped and assaulted her, how the fuck is that love, Marly? I need to worry about the women you go out with, now? Shit, I need to worry about Sveta?”
“No you fuckin’ don’t, because Rhaegar did not kidnap her! They eloped! I swear there’s this crazy fuckin’ theory about Jon Snow actually being Mister Jon Targaryen, and–” Ilya’s renewed laughter sounds like wind chimes as he pushes Marleau’s shoulder.
Shane watches them from the end of the foyer; they’re both too busy shoving each other halfheartedly to notice him, so he takes his time categorizing each of the angry red bruises littering Ilya’s face, some of them already starting to purple. He looks relatively okay—much like he did on FaceTime the night before—but Shane knows better, and doesn’t miss the way Ilya’s listing a little to the side as he jokes around with Marleau, each push of his hands more a suggestion of touch than anything else. 
He clears his throat then, making his presence known. Ilya’s head whips around so fast he winces and closes his eyes for a second, bracing out a hand to grip Marleau's shoulder. Once he opens his eyes again, gaze zeroing-in on Shane, he watches Ilya’s train of thought derail in real time. “Hello. Shane Hollander. Who is in my house.” Ilya’s eyes are wide and panicked, and he looks a little green around the edges.
Had Ilya been so out of it the night before that he didn’t even remember Shane was in Boston? Those must have been some damn good drugs, he thinks as he raises his hand in a little wave. 
Marleau frowns, raising on his tiptoes to try and look if there’s someone behind Shane. “Are… are you supposed to be the friend Sveta said was gonna take care of Roz? ‘Cos what the fuck? You didn't tell me you and Hollander were friends?” He turns towards Ilya with an affronted expression, and Shane has the privilege to experience something he never thought was possible before: Ilya Rozanov shrinking into himself, rubbing the back of his head in embarrassment and refusing to catch Marleau's eye. 
“Yep, that’s me!” Shane tries to diffuse the tension with a smile, but he still doesn’t have a good enough handle on the situation yet so it probably comes out a little stilted, because Marleau squints at him and moves to stand in front of Ilya for some reason. 
“If you’re here to fuck with Roz, you can fuck off instead,” he says. Ilya lets out a strangled noise, trying to get Marleau’s attention but getting swatted away instead. 
Shane blinks. 
“Are you… trying to shield him? From me?” They look at each other for a very long moment then—Shane makes sure it’s long enough for him to be absolutely sure he’s reading the tableau correctly, and yep. Yep, he’s got that right. 
Cliff Marleau is trying to protect Ilya Rozanov from the threat of physical violence at the hands of Shane Hollander, a man whose entire stance on throwing hands could be boiled down to “I don’t start fights, but I can sure as shit finish them”—and, more importantly, a man who would rather gnaw off his own hand like a rabid coyote than hurt Ilya. 
What the fuck, he thinks.
Marleau shrugs, their standoff at an impasse. 
Shane tries his best not to sound condescending, but isn’t quite able to fully hide the mockery from his voice, “Like, do you think I broke in here to murder him or something? Maybe I drove here from New York just so I can—what, poison his shitty K-Cups with strychnine?"
“What’s wrong with my K-Cups?” Ilya asks, finally moving out from behind cover and padding towards Shane. He has a wary look in his eyes, and doesn’t try to reach out for him, keeping a respectable, friendly distance. 
Shane wants nothing more than to close that gap and touch Ilya’s face where the bruises are still red and angry, but he promised himself he’d take his cues from the other, so he waits. 
“Thank you for being here,” Ilya continues with a small smile. 
Shane doesn’t miss the aborted movement Ilya’s hand makes towards his own. “No problem. Sveta said that you… you might need this.” If Ilya is surprised at hearing Shane talk about Svetlana so casually, he doesn’t let it show—he just looks Shane over, searching his face with a frown as Shane tries to telepathically convey his thoughts.
Meanwhile, Marleau watches Shane like a hawk, head cocked and eyes squinting as they flit between Shane and Ilya. 
“This?” Ilya asks, shuffling a little closer but still within the realm of plausible deniability. 
God, this is like pulling teeth, he thinks. Save for clearly spelling things out, Shane isn’t sure what else to do—so he just looks at Marleau pointedly, and then back at Ilya, and waves his hand between all of them to encompass the situation; “This.” 
Shane watches Ilya catch on in real time, eyebrows raising and mouth going slack in surprise. He stares between Marleau and Shane as he shifts on his feet. “Oh, this. Are you…?” The words are accompanied by a hesitant thumbs up gesture.
He can see it written all over Ilya’s face, how much he wants to share this part of him—of them—with Marleau, and okay, Shane doesn’t know the guy, but he knows Ilya, and Ilya should be allowed to have the things he wants, too. Shane wants to give him every single thing he asks for, isn’t even sure he could stop himself if he tried—especially not when Ilya is looking at him with such an open, hopeful expression. 
Shane nods, sure that this time his smile is genuine. 
Ilya’s only acknowledgement is a whispered “Oh,” but he doesn’t look hesitant as he closes the distance between them, Shane’s hand immediately fitting in the curve of his waist. He presses a kiss to Shane’s forehead, hooking their pinkies together. “Hello, solnyshko.”
And just like that, it’s done. 
To his credit, Marleau’s only reaction is to whistle and say, “Well, spank my ass and call me bongo,” so Shane figures he's fine with the new development—or at least he’s not three seconds away from beating them up, or screaming, or leaving the house, or any other number of things Shane was most definitely not worried about just ten minutes ago. 
Ilya snorts, rubbing his stubble against Shane’s cheek like a cat marking his territory. He kisses Shane’s forehead again before making a questioning noise, “Okay?” 
Shane nods, tapping Ilya’s hand with his thumb in their usual signal, then has to bite his lip to stop the laughter threatening to bubble up, because holy shit. They’ve done it. Marleau knows. Holy shit. “Hi Marleau,” he says, running his hands gently up and down Ilya’s flank in a soothing caress. 
Marleau’s looking at him as if he’s never seen him before, but Shane figures it’s still a pretty tame response to seeing your friend and Captain fraternize with the enemy in the middle of the foyer. Clearly, Svetlana was right about him. “Hello, Shane Hollander, who I’m now thinking we don't really hate at all.” 
Shane hums, “Yeah, I think no one hates anyone here,” then shifts his gaze back to Ilya, and loses the plot entirely. 
Ilya’s face is—he looks like—he’s always breathtaking, sure, hot as fuck and all that, but Shane’s favorite Ilya is definitely this new one, the one that drove to Montreal a few weeks ago, the one who says I love you, and has Furbies in his walk-in closet, and holds him in the palm of his hand like Shane’s precious and worthy and breakable instead of a fucking jock that likes to be thrown around in bed. 
The Ilya that’s soft just for him. 
The one who’s now looking at him like Shane is the sun, like he hung the moon, like he is all the good and warm things that exist in his life, and Shane can’t stop staring back, doesn’t even fucking care that Marleau is still looking straight at them—he leans in and kisses the corner of Ilya’s mouth. 
That seems to do it for Marleau, who walks up to Ilya with an angry looking face and bodily turns him until they’re facing each other, “Wait, dude, what the fuck? I thought you gave your phone to Concon because you said you were done being a fuckboy? That you and Jane were finally a thing? But now you’re—you’re canoodling with Captain Canada? You were literally texting her before the game, Roz!”
Shane’s brain temporarily snags on ‘Concon’—and I thought ‘Hollzy’ was bad—and ‘Captain Canada’—isn’t Marleau half Canadian?—but then manages to settle on the important bit so he gives Ilya a smirk. “Yeah Roz, are you cheating on Jane already? Such a bad boy.”
Ilya rolls his eyes, taking both Shane and Marleau’s right hands in his and pushing them together until they have no other choice but to engage in a weird half-handshake, half-handholding moment. “Marly, meet Jane. Jane, this is my friend Marly, who is a slow fuck.” 
Shane’s face splits into a wide grin as Marleau’s eyebrows wiggle up higher and higher until they disappear into his hairline, more things clicking into place. “Aright Roz, forgive me for taking two fucking seconds to adjust to the idea of your Montreal girl being Shane fuckin’ Hollander, damn!” He rubs his mouth, eyes squinting at Shane, “Wait, have you always been Jane or is there like another Jane? Because this shit has been going on for years.”
Ilya sighs, then slaps Marleau’s ass, “Come on Bongo, let’s get you coffee—then you can ask all your stupid questions, yes?” 
Once he’s sure Marleau is not going to suddenly flip out at Ilya for “banging behind enemy lines,” as he so gracefully put it, Shane leaves them alone in the kitchen so they can talk things through by themselves, and goes to take a shower. 
It makes him feel a little bit wild, frayed at the seams, this knowledge that he now needs two hands to count the number of people who know about him and Ilya. Less than a month ago, he didn't need any hands at all. And, truth be told, that’s not even the part that gives him pause—that’s just a statistical fact. 
What makes him think he’s maybe one good tug away from unraveling is the fact that he feels safe. 
Shane’s still going to do everything he can to guard Ilya and their relationship — he’ll come up with ways to keep them protected that don’t exist yet, if he has to — but he also knows that if anything happened now, to him, or Ilya, or them, he wouldn’t have to deal with any of it alone. 
Maybe he never really was alone in the first place—maybe he’d just forgotten that other people could help carry the weight too, from time to time. 
Maybe it really does take a village. 
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If spending a weekend with Ilya in New York was great, spending a weekend with Ilya in Boston is even better.
And yes, that’s despite the fact Ilya is an absolutely fucking terrible patient who mocks Shane’s every request for a pain-level check, refuses to take painkillers until Shane promises sexual favors in exchange (to be redeemed once Ilya’s in the clear), uses the fridge to Tweet once Shane forces him to reduce his screentime as per doctor's instructions, and—last but definitely not least—keeps trying to stick his hands (and occasionally his mouth) down Shane’s pants, insisting that he’s fine, his Grade-2-concussed head doesn’t hurt, his fractured eyesocket has never felt better, and none of the bruises on his face, ribs, back, and ass are actually painful, but merely decorative. 
For obvious reasons, they don’t really do anything other than lounge around, splitting their time between the bedroom and Ilya's massive media room, where two thirds of the walls are covered in DVDs and books, and where—according to Ilya—the couches are better. 
Remarkably, it’s also where the popcorn machine is, and this realization immediately spirals into Ilya throwing kernels at Shane's open mouth while Shane does his best to catch them.
Popcorn acrobatics aside, they spend the rest of Saturday and most of Sunday just lying on the couch, cuddling while Shane holds Ilya’s Kindle and reads The Tommyknockers to both of them until Ilya falls asleep from a combination of painkillers and merciless mockery of how Shane actually likes the book, which Ilya had just got him as a joke, the asshole. 
In between cat naps, Shane feeds both of them, forces painkillers down Ilya’s throat, and lets the conversation drift between hockey, some of the movies Ilya keeps pulling down from the shelves once Shane informs him he hasn’t seen them, and just random, stupid things like a forty minutes debate over whether Ilya should import Kit-Kat exclusive flavors from Japan, or whether he should pull some Jackass-type stunt to try and get the brand to send him a PR package instead.
What they don’t talk about, on the other hand, is Ilya’s family—who keep calling him at every hour of the day (and night). 
He knows he’s being a bit of a coward, letting Ilya get away with it on the grounds he’s recovering from a concussion and needs rest, but in his defense it lasts only a day, only until Sunday evening when they’re in bed, filth falling from Ilya’s lips like honey as he guides Shane through fucking himself with a dildo, a compromise they’d taken approximately 0.2 seconds to agree on. 
And, of course, because this is the problem with technology and the future, that’s when Ilya’s phone rings again, the ringtone Shane has now come to associate with Polina filling the room and drowning out both Ilya’s instructions and Shane’s own breathy moans. 
“Fuck off,” Ilya snarls, grabbing the phone and throwing it in the direction of the en-suite without taking his eyes off Shane. It clatters to the ground uselessly, but keeps ringing as Ilya pushes one of Shane’s thighs wider apart, then reaches out to rub the pad of his thumb against Shane’s stretched out rim.  
For his part, while Shane does think about stopping to address the gigantic family-shaped elephant in the room, it’s a half-formed thought at best—the truth is that he’s fucking horny and wants to come at least once, and then cuddle with his boyfriend, not engage his higher brain function and walk them into an argument. 
Bottom line is, it takes Ilya’s step-mother another four calls before Shane sighs, closes his eyes in resignation, and slips the toy out of himself. Ilya tries to stop him with a hand on his wrist, but lets go when Shane tells him “No,” giving him a sharp look. “I can’t relax while your phone screams ‘stupid ass bitch’ at me.” 
Ilya has the decency to blush in embarrassment, but quickly defaults back to deflection anyway. “You didn’t even come yet,” he tells him with a poorly executed smirk, and that’s the final nail in the coffin—Shane’s done tiptoeing around this, and they’re done pretending everything is fine. Ilya promised they’d talk about it, so now they’re gonna talk about it.
“What I would like to do,” Shane says, “Is talk about the fifty calls you’ve been getting today. And the ones from yesterday. And the day before. And last week.” 
Ilya flinches a little, then seems to understand that they’ve both let this stew for long enough, so he sits back on his haunches and lets out a controlled breath. His gaze keeps flitting around the room as if searching for a way out before he nods to himself and lies down, moving Shane with gentle hands until they’re pressed together, Shane’s back to Ilya’s chest, and his forehead nestled in the curve of Shane’s shoulder. He was hoping to be able to see Ilya’s face throughout the conversation, but Shane is good at compromise, so this is fine too. He lets his hands rest on Ilya’s arms where they grip his waist, fingers caressing the skin soothingly. 
When they’re uttered into the quiet stillness of the room, the words are a whisper, but their bodies are pressed so close together that Shane hears them anyway, and immediately tightens his hold on Ilya’s arms in response.
“My dad is dying.”
“Ilya–”
“And I’m fucking happy about it.” 
Shane doesn’t move a muscle. While he can’t say he relates to the feeling, on a purely theoretical level he understands that there are things that might drive someone to feel like Ilya does, and none of those things are pleasant scenarios to imagine Ilya in. He takes a deep breath, doing his best to sound steady and calm as he asks, “What’s… what’s wrong with him?” 
“How much time do you have?” Ilya huffs, and then says, “He has dementia. Long time now. Alexei is fucking useless, does not want people to know, so they keep him home and I send money for nurses, but—”
Shane can feel Ilya’s shallow breaths tattoo a painful staccato against his back. He squeezes Ilya’s hand, lacing their fingers together and bringing them to his mouth for a kiss, doing his best to hold without suffocating. Ilya’s grip is so tight it’s verging on just this side of pain. 
Ilya’s voice sounds flat and empty but Shane can feel the barely repressed tremor in his hands, the way Ilya’s forehead rubs against his shoulder in agitation, and knows they're careening towards the point of no return with no brakes. “He does not know who I am anymore, but he calls me. I hate that he wants to talk to me—he thinks I am his brother, calls ten times every day to talk about his childhood—I get to know everything about all the fun he had with my uncle. What about my fucking childhood?” 
Shane tries to shift, to turn around in Ilya’s arms so he can embrace him properly, but Ilya keeps him pinned to his side, bringing up a hand to cover Shane’s eyes. 
“Do not look at me right now.”
“I won’t,” he says, voice tight and pained, wishing he hadn’t pushed but knowing it had to happen, “I just want to hold you.” 
Ilya seems undeterred, grip vicious where it’s restraining him and covering his eyes, “Shane—I'm serious.”
“So am I, I promise I’ll keep my eyes closed, I just—will you please let me hold you? Please, Ilya.”
As soon as Ilya relents enough that he can move, Shane closes his eyes and turns around, feeling a little off kilter without his eyesight, but if Ilya doesn't want Shane to look at him then he won't—he won't look back and risk Ilya disappearing before they've both made it out and are back on solid ground. 
Shane lets his touch guide his hands in a path they’ve explored countless times before—Ilya’s shoulders, his neck, his chin, his lips, his cheeks, his hair—and with a hand buried in Ilya’s curls, he dusts kisses along Ilya’s forehead, tiny featherlight presses of his mouth, and doesn't mention the way his fingers can feel tears slide down Ilya’s cheeks. Shane keeps holding on, tucking Ilya's face in the crook of his neck and wrapping his arms around his midsection.
“Tell me,” he says, and Ilya does.
Afterwards—after Ilya has gritted his teeth and stumbled his way through the truth of a painfully imperfect childhood, of a mother gone too soon, and a father who’d done nothing but make him small until he’d lost his memories—after Ilya has stopped saying he’s sorry for keeping this from him, he’s sorry for putting this on him, he’s sorry for forcing Shane to lie there and take care of him—after Shane has tucked Ilya’s head under his chin, and brushed whispered reassurances and kind words into the top of Ilya’s head, his face, the curve of his neck—only after all that, Shane dares to open his eyes.
While he can’t fix Ilya’s life for him, Shane can stay, and carry some of it. Hell, if Ilya lets him he’ll carry all of it—maybe they even can pile up all their ugly, painful secrets in the distance between New York and Boston and split it right down the middle, let each of them carry an equal amount forever, or they could carry each other’s heaviest thing, hold it close for safekeeping, and if maybe before Shane had been worried that their burdens would make their paper house fold under the combined weight, now he’s not anymore. 
He’s never been less afraid of anything his entire life. 
Shane looks up to the ceiling, where the mirror is reflecting the image of the two of them curled up together like they were always meant to fit, and cards his hands through Ilya’s hair in a caress, presses another kiss into Ilya’s temple when he makes a tiny noise, snuffling closer. 
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Hi Shane!
I hope your family is doing well, please let us know if there’s anything we can help with 🫂
Bit of a full report this time, but it’s normal considering your absence and the Voyageurs’ game this week. Nothing really stands out, just the usual hodgepodge of think pieces, but here’s a couple of things you might find noteworthy:

	Puck Me, I’m Famous (podcast) ran a small segment on you scratching the Tampa Bay game, and claimed their “insider contact” alleged it was due to an ongoing conflict with Hunter. I’m calling bullshit, but FYI.

	Farah is going to reach out separately about this, but Rolex’s socmed team replied to a homophobic tweet condemning them for keeping you as brand ambassador, and their response backing you went viral. Hope you’re ready for a Pride campaign next month, I know how much you like those! ;)


Also, I've added the podcast Empty Crease to our blacklist; they spent an entire episode touting your virtues and bravery for being the NHL’s first openly queer player… and then a bunch of their racist/homophobic texts were leaked to OutSports. Trust no one, especially not mid straight white hockey bros who claim allyship 🥰
See you tomorrow!
Kind Regards,
Tiên Thu Nguyễn

Senior Social Media Manager & PR Specialist
Jalali Sports Management
Direct: 604-555-8632

Mobile: 604-555-6231

portfolio.tiennguyenpr.ca

tien.nguyen@jalalimgmt.com
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Shane’s drive back to NY on Monday afternoon is punctuated by the team chat going absolutely ham over the fact one of the rookies has apparently found the love of his life, but staunchly refuses to text her because r/pickupartists told him not to. If the buzzing of his phone wasn’t distracting enough on its own, the glimpses of conversation he catches are fascinating enough that Shane has to pull over at a rest stop somewhere south of Wethersfield, and actually pay attention.
 
👑 Admiralty Court 👑

(Benny, E. Winters, J. Washington, Huffy, Hunter and 17 others)


Winters 

IM JUST ASKING?? The guys online said to wait min 5 days but seba says more and my neighbor said I shouldn't text but send roses and chocolates and a poetry collection to her house??
Benny

I am too old for this 

Wait, you asked your NEIGHBOR?
Miller

Is he Pablo Neruda? Who sends a poetry collection to a woman they've just met?!
Winters

He's really nice, very sophisticated 

Wears a fedora and a suit every time he leaves the house
Washington

does he play in the western conference?
Winters

My neighbor? No I think he’s unemployed
 Washington

no neruda

who tf cares about your neighbor??
Castellanos

you toenail, neruda is that spanish painter that does everything in squares
Washington

my bad dude 

sorry i'm not one of those snobby harvard dicks who know everything about art and shit!!!
Hunter

I beg both of you to take your hands out of your pants and pick up a book…
Benny

What the hell Washington?

That somehow felt very pointed and personal.
Vaughny

Winny wtf man? You don’t wait. You message & tell her you like her 

& then you take her to a nice restaurant & then to get ice cream somewhere
Castellanos 

no tf u don't????? that’s straight up simp beta behavior
Vaughny 

Sebastian

Who is my girlfriend 
Castellanos 

gloria grey?
Vaughny 

& who is yours 
Castellanos 

… ok… 
Nate 

Shots fucking fired 🔫🔫🔫
 Winters 

Ok so what am I doing?

Which restaurant? Ice cream where? 

None of u are helping 😭
Washington

fuck you cap I read!!! my sister made me read 50 shades of grey

vvvvvv hot
Huff

Okay maybe we never say that out loud again yeah Josh

And do NOT say that to a girl you're trying to pick up 
Nate 

Unless she's from Alabama  
 Washington

I'm from Alabama?? What's wrong with it?
Nate 

… I was joking but… that tracks 🤷🏻
Shane 

Hey guys :) How's everyone?

Winny, I have a reservation booked for Le Bernardin, I can bring you the confirmation slip :) Google says it’s very nice

And 16 Handles have pretty good ice cream. 
Winters

SHANE THE MAN 

how’s ur fam dude??? 

Thank u 🙌🏻

idk what 16 Handles is but I will find out 
Hunter

Hey Hollzy, hope you’re doing well :) we missed you!

Also how do you have a reservation for Le Bernardin? I’ve been trying to get one for like two weeks… name-dropped and all…? 
Shane 

It was in my welcome basket. Do you want one for Eleven Madison Park? 
Hunter 

No? I don’t want to eat plants… I want Le Bernardin…
Nate 

MY BABY IS ALIVE

When are you coming back 

bring gifts from ottawa 

I want a parliament copper maple leaf pin
Winters

Wait cap u have a girl? Did we know this?

Why wasn't she at the Kingfisher???
Shane

Sorry @Nate I’m already past the border. I’ll bring you a pin next time :) 

@Hunter Seasonal Dinner at Gramercy Tavern? 
Danya 

hi sheynchik!!! your mom is good? coach said she was sick

we won in florida for you 🫡
Nate 

Speak for yourself

I won because my wife bet me we couldn’t without Shaney boy 
Hunter

We’ve been winning without him all season…?

And yes I'll take Gramercy thanks :) 
Nate 

I think she was just trying to supercharge my dick idk man 

a lil trash talk in the bedroom turns me on 

sue me
Benny

We should all collectively know less about each other
Vaughny

#bringbackshame 

& #bringbackshane 🫂 
Shane

Nate, no one wants to hear about your dick… supercharged or not…

Hey Danya :) she’s alright, thank you.

Thank you for winning, too. I was afraid you guys would be lost without me. 
Hunter

Fuck off Hollander, take the Eleven Madison Park reservation with you 

I expect you at practice tomorrow or I’m making you do bag skates next time I see you 

(I am being sarcastic, I hope your family’s alright, let us know if there’s anything we can do :)) 
Shane 

Uuuh. Scary.

I mean,

Yes captain 🫡
Nate

Don’t listen to him pookie he can’t make you do shit
Hunter 

I will get you traded back to Toronto I swear…
Nate 

begone goblin king motherfucker

You have no power over me
Bobsy

hi guys 

yeah I'm not reading all that

what did I miss?
Vaughny 

Joel should never mention Pablo Neruda ever again

Benny is a snobby Harvard dick

Winny takes dating advice from pick up artists on Reddit 

& reads erotic literature with his sister
Bobsy

… I'm immediately sry that i asked
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On Wednesday Ilya's bruises are greenish when they video call, and while he does offer Shane a (tired) smile and his usual “hello solnyshko” like nothing is wrong, Shane doesn’t miss the tightness at the corner of Ilya’s eyes, and forces them to switch back to a good old fashioned phone call to lessen the strain on Ilya’s brain.
“Hollander you are helicoptering, and not in fun way,” Ilya sounds as cranky and exasperated as ever as he complies. “I am fine, brain is fine, eye is fine—I want to look at you.” 
Shane hums, curling up on his couch and trying to keep the fondness out of his voice. “I’ll make you a deal. You follow the doctor’s instructions, and when we see each other on Saturday I will do anything you want.”
Ilya grumbles, “You do that anyway,” but agrees nonetheless, so Shane decides to be gracious and bite back the ‘fuck you’ that always comes preloaded with every Ilya interaction, redirecting instead the conversation to their plans for Saturday night, when Shane is going to ditch everything and everyone after the Voyageurs game and drive to Hartford to spend their short pre-playoffs break together. 
Planning their weekend had taken some social finagling, because on Sunday Vaughny had organized an “End-of-Season Buffet Bonanza” to which the whole team, staff, and everyone’s partners were invited, and Shane had come up with about twelve plausible excuses to get out of it before realizing that maybe the (quasi) truth would suffice. And so it was that he’d taken Vaughny aside, explaining he really wanted to come hang out with the rest of the team (which wasn’t even that much of a lie) but his boyfriend wasn’t out, and Shane would rather spend some time with him since they were doing long-distance and the playoffs meant they were about to lose track of each other for a while. Vaughny had nodded solemnly, clapping him on the shoulder and telling him “I’ll save some brisket for you,” and that had been it. 
Now the only remaining question was whether Ilya wanted beef or lamb for their own Sunday barbecue, so Shane could finally send a confirmation email to the housekeeper he’d hired to clean the house and stock the fridge before they got there. It kinda made him feel like a spoiled little prince, but there was no way he was going to trade a single minute of uninterrupted Ilya-time since the playoffs would fuck them both over soon enough—and if Shane thought last year was bad, going basically zero-contact with Rozanov for two months… well, going basically zero-contact with Ilya was bound to be so much worse. 
After Ilya decides on lamb, they both move around their respective spaces to settle in for the night, and the conversation goes quiet, but not awkwardly so. Shane sometimes values these moments more than any of the words they share—it always does something tender to him, knowing neither of them are inclined to end the call, and are comfortable enough around each other to just exist in silence for a little while. 
Shane relaxes against the cushions and lazily scrolls through some of the tweets the rookies have been sharing in the group chat for the past few days—the ones from today are mostly fan comments and memes about their upcoming matchup against the Voyageurs (which Shane feels absolutely no type of way about, thank you very much), but they’re also centered around a thread that’s gone viral that morning—and that Shane has definitely not been freaking out and obsessing over for hours.
It started innocently enough; just a Buzzfeed piece about “The Social Media Intern who chose notorious NHL playboy Ilya Rozanov over her job,” a silly article filled with gifs and candids of Ilya with women that everyone in the locker room had made fun of because the whole thing was surreal—just this random Official NHL team account suddenly thirsting over Rozanov (completely relatable if you asked Shane), but after practice Washington had almost slipped on the tile of the showers in his rush to get there and let everyone know that Ilya Rozanov had soft launched his girlfriend by responding to the intern’s tweet. 
And if Shane had almost accidentally waterboarded himself by opening his mouth in a shocked reaction… that was literally no one’s business. 
He’d wanted to call Ilya immediately, but then Hayden had started mocking them in the group chat and sending links to Shayden fanfiction and shitty YouTube covers of Careless Whisper so Shane had to put a pin in the possessive, claiming, downright filthy phone sex he was planning on having with his softlaunched boyfriend and tell his best friend to shut the fuck up instead. And also get off the internet, because what the fuck even is oviposition, and more importantly why did the sentence “mermaid Shane has a cloaca” exist out there in print in the first place? 
Shane was never going to open one of Hayden’s links ever again. 
Boston Bears (@NHLBostonBears) 

Did you know that during hibernation grizzly and black bears can go for 100 days without eating, drinking, or playing hockey? Lucky for us, our Captain @ilyarozanov81 is doing great and will come out of hibernation in time for the Playoffs! 🐻🖤💛

10:12 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016
San Jose Squids (@sjsquidsnhl) 

Hey @NHLBostonBears, did you know that squids have three hearts? Two to push blood through the gills, and one to wish @ilyarozanov81 a speedy recovery! Get well soon, Russian Meance 🦑💙

10:33 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016
The Pittsburgh Dodos (@DodosNHLPittsburgh)

Fun dodo fact of the day for everyone but especially for @NHLBostonBears - dodos have no natural predators whether @ilyarozanov81 comes back or not… but we hope he comes back soon. In the meantime we’re keeping the sin bin warm for him ;) 🦤🧡

10:40 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016
Carolina Reapers NHL (@thecarolinareapersnhl)

Our Reapers are always the hottest thing on the ice… except when Boston’s @ilyarozanov81 is playing!!! 🥵🥵🥵🔥🔥🔥🍆💦💦💦

11:03 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016

 
Carolina Reapers NHL (@thecarolinareapersnhl)

We apologize for our latest tweet. We were hacked. Get well soon @ilyarozanov81 !   

11:09 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016
harper’s nhl (@harperssazbar) 

no you weren’t!!!!! SLIDE INTO MY DMS KING @ilyarozanov81 

11:13 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016

 
McKenna (@paninipspsps) 

omg @harperssazbar babe did you just tank your career in the literal nhl to shoot your shot with a hockey player that doesn’t even know you exist

11:16 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016
harper’s nhl (@harperssazbar) 

WORTH IT IF HE DMS ME @ilyarozanov81 !!!!

11:18 a.m. - 7 Apr 2016

 
Ilya Rozanov 🐻🖤💛 (@ilyarozanov81)

you are very kind @harperssazbar but I have a girlfriend x

13:48 p.m. - 7 Apr 2016
Three days after the storm, the snow had let up long enough that the Newark Liberty International had lifted their travel ban, allowing Shane and the rest of the Voyageurs to finally fly back to Montreal. 
Aside from the occasional thumbs up emoji in the team chat, JJ had been quiet, ignoring both Shane’s and Hayden’s attempts at reaching out, but the night the rest of them got back he’d used the Voyageurs' chat to invite everyone out for drinks—a terrible idea if Shane ever saw one, and definitely not what he wanted to do on the very first night back from an unexpected vacation in New Jersey. He’d gone anyway, itching as he was to lay eyes on his friend and reassure himself and Hayden—who’d claimed husband duties and stayed home—that JJ was coping as okay as humanly possible. 
He wasn’t. 
At the club, Shane had been greeted by the largest, fakest smile he’d ever seen on JJ, and a pit had opened inside his chest, threatening to swallow him as throughout the night he tried to keep his friend still long enough to force glass upon glass of water into him, handing him mocktails and suggesting they go outside for a breath of fresh air. While JJ had let Shane do whatever, he’d also just been everywhere as soon as Shane was done—dancing, buying drinks for the whole bar, doing body shots with a bachelorette party, and taking whatever it was that Andropov had slid into his hand, until Shane finally decided he’d had enough. 
“Relax, I’m just saying goodbye,” JJ had told Shane when he'd cornered him in the bathroom, telling him to fucking stop this shit and grab his stuff so Shane could drive him home.
At the time, Shane had interpreted that as a goodbye to his grandma, but then JJ had left the club alone while Shane closed his tab, had gotten into his custom Ferrari and driven it straight into a school, and the realization that he was a fucking dumbass had hit him like a ton of bricks. 
He’d had to stop the car on his way to Montreal General to scream and fucking hit the steering wheel because fuck, I’m a shit friend, fuck, who hears those words and thinks it's some sort of like ritual to exorcise demons, who's that fucking stupid?
After checking in at the hospital—and trying to bribe the medical staff into silence, despite the fact they kept assuring him they all held PHIPA in the highest regard—Shane had driven over to JJ’s, taking away all his car keys and emptying every liquor bottle he found in the kitchen sink.
Not nearly enough, maybe, but Shane was vibrating with self-loathing and anxiety, and hadn’t really known what else to do in the moment. He'd called Hayden, and they made a pact that they'd go out with JJ as much as possible, even though it seemed like an impossible task because Hayd had a wife and kids, and Shane had a pathological aversion to crowds and the concept of nightclubs, and they'd done their best; they'd measured JJ's alcohol intake and called Ubers for him when they'd deemed it was too much, and they'd made sure to remove JJ from as many questionable club situations as possible even when he told them to go fuck themselves.
After two tense months of their best attempt at micromanaging him—and two months of the worst on-ice chemistry they'd ever had—JJ had snapped and told them if they ever tried mothering him again he would throw fucking hands, friends or no friends. He’d said he understood and he loved them like family, but enough. “I know maybe you think I'm stupid and maybe I am, but I am not a child. Don’t fucking treat me like one.”
And so they'd stopped hovering and started supporting JJ through AA meetings, Shane resuming his role as chauffeur as JJ went back to the nursing home to spend time with the other residents, collecting chip after chip—twenty-four hours. Thirty days. Sixty days. Ninety. All the way to three-hundred and ninety-nine.
And then Shane’s life had gone to hell and he’d stopped keeping track of JJ’s days.
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The first thought that comes to Shane’s mind when he opens the door is JJ looks like shit. 
Over the intercom, Shane had almost been tempted to pettiness, had considered telling Quentin not to let JJ up, but now that he sees him in person for the first time in a month—now that they're close enough that Shane can make out the bluish circles under his bloodshot, dull eyes—Shane has to acknowledge that being a petty asshole would have maybe been satisfying for an hour or so, but definitely not what either of them needed. 
JJ looks uncomfortable as he slides off his shoes and shuffles behind Shane towards the living area, stopping in the middle of the space to let out a low whistle as he takes in the view. “At least you landed on your feet?” He tries, but clicks his mouth shut once Shane shoots him an icy glare. He agreed to meet, sure, but he’s very much not in the mood for joking around.
Shane motions for him to sit, and takes out a couple of drinks from the fridge, hoping that this new version of JJ still likes root beer, then joins him at the table. And that’s about as far as Shane planned. Obviously he knew they were going to talk—that was the whole point—but there were so many things to talk about that he wasn’t exactly sure where to start. 
JJ makes the call for both of them and leans forward, holding the can of A&W so tightly in his hands that it bends with a clang. “Okay. Okay, I'll skip the pleasantries and go first. “Qu'est-ce que j'ai fait de mal?  (What did I do wrong?)”
Shane blinks, “Quoi?  (What?)”
“Que… qu'est-ce que j'ai fait de mal, pour que tu me fasses pas confiance en moi?  (That you… what did I do wrong that you didn’t trust me enough to tell me?)” The can keeps bending under the pressure of JJ’s hands, metallic noises twisting the quiet into something oppressive as Shane considers his answer.
“It’s not that–don’t make that face, it’s not. None of this is about you.”
JJ scoffs, finally releasing the can and switching back to English in the way he always does when he’s getting annoyed, “You told Hayd but you didn’t tell me— kinda feels like some things are about me, non?”
“I don’t—I don’t think I would have told Hayden either if he hadn’t—well. You’ve seen the video.” He shrugs and does his best to move on, unwilling to remember how everyone with an internet connection now has access to one of the most privately vulnerable moments of his life. “That week was bad. Really bad, all the Marchant stuff was…”
“Gross.”
“Hey,” he snaps. “Watch your mouth, he’s my fucking friend.” The words, and the ferocity with which he says them, surprise them both.
JJ balks, hands raised in defense, “Not—not him, he’s not gross, that’s not—I meant— “fuck, mon gars, je voulais dire que c'est toute le bordel avec les autres qui sont dégueulasses, pas...  (fuck—dude, I meant all the shit going on with the others, not…)” He trails off, shaking his head and sliding his fingers up and down the can of root beer. “Vous autres… vous êtes amis?  (You guys are friends?)”
Shane nods, “Y m'a contacté après…  (He reached out after… )”
JJ lowers his eyes, fixing his gaze on the root beer, and neither of them say anything for a while. Is Marchant really his friend, now? The words didn’t feel like a lie, so Shane figures somewhere along the way he and Marchant’s awkward text exchanges had created some sort of camaraderie, their own fucked up little duo of “dudes whose personal life got leaked online”.
What would it have been like, to come out to the people in his life—to both his best friends—on his own terms, instead of having to sit across JJ now, a month later, torn between bitterness and tentative understanding? Would it have been easier to open up, after he’d already talked to Hayden, if the world hadn’t collapsed? Or would he still have been scared shitless, afraid of the vulnerability and what it meant to be gay on top of everything else that already put him under the microscope in this white, masculine sport he loved so much? 
No matter. Some thoughts aren’t worth torturing himself over. 
Shane takes a deep breath, fingers absently rubbing the chain of his bracelet as he shrugs, “J’t’ai rien dit, pas parce que t'as fait quelque chose de mal, ou parce que j’t’haïs. J’t’ai rien dit parce que - dude, j'avais fucking peur. Chaque criss de jour pendant des années.  (I didn’t tell you because you did something wrong, or because I hate you. I didn’t tell you because—dude, I was fucking scared shitless. Every fucking day for years.)” Shane huffs, rubbing his eyes. “Pis peux-tu me blâmer pour ça? Check ce qu'y s'passe, esti—check qu'est-ce que le monde disent, j'ai perdu mon équipe, j'ai perdu—tu m'as traité de fucking–  (And can you blame me? Look at what the fuck—look at what people are saying, I lost my fucking teammates, I lost—you called me a fucking—)”
“Non. S’te plaît, dis-le pas. J’ai tellement honte de moi, je sais pas—je sais pas comment réparer ça. Je répare ça comment? Dis-le-moi, s'te plaît.  (Don’t. Please, please don’t say it. I’m so disgusted with myself, I don’t—I don’t know how to fix that—how do I fix that, please? Tell me?)”
It probably makes him a bad person and an even worse gay one but, to be honest, Shane doesn’t feel particularly strongly about the word—it’s fucking gross, sure, he’d never say it and he’ll be glad if he never has to hear it again, but it’s such a popular insult thrown around in their environment that by now it’s lost what little level of taboo was still associated with it. So it wasn’t really the word himself that had rattled him; rather—“I never thought you would say that to me. I've never heard you say it before.”
“I know. I know. I’ve never… I don’t know what happened, I was just so… angry,” he says with a wince.  
It’s probably not the most mature reaction Shane has ever had, but now he’s the one that’s angry, because what the fuck. “Angry? Why, because I was too scared to… to deal with the fact I’m fucking gay?” 
“Because—fuck, Shane, you let me—how many fucking years did I spend trying to set you up with women? You let me–”
Shane laughs, brittle and mean, trying to keep his seams stapled together. “JJ, come on! I fucking prayed I'd want any of the women you set me up with. You have no idea what it was like, fighting this for years, barely even letting myself think of the word.” He shakes his head, fixing his gaze on the Manhattan skyline and pressing the pad of his thumb and index finger into the links of his bracelet. A lifetime of denial, and for fucking what? Just so he could sit here, in front of JJ, and have him misunderstand him just like everyone else? 
“Then why didn’t you fucking say something? What the fuck else was I there for? You let me think you were seeing this Lily chick for like a decade and then you’re gay? So what, it was all a joke to you? Is Lily even real? Is…” JJ blinks, suddenly sitting back against the chair as if his strings have been cut, unsteady laughter filling the space between them. He shakes his head. “Of course Lily’s real, isn’t he? Boston fucking Lily. Fuck, was anything I know about you ever true? Who the fuck are you?”
“Go fuck yourself,” Shane spits out. “I’m the same fucking guy who took away your keys after—I made sure you ate, I made sure—I held your hand at your grandma’s funeral. I’m that fucking guy, yeah? Don't fucking look at me like you don’t know me.”
JJ balks, pointing an accusatory finger, “Don’t bring my nana into this, you don’t—don’t you fucking talk about her right now. She loved you, and she didn’t even know you–” 
“Shut the–” Shane slaps JJ’s hand away, then stops himself and takes a deep breath, closing his eyes and slumping against the chair. What the fuck are they doing? They’re supposed to talk, not recriminate. Fuck. “Jeyj. What did you expect me to do? What… what would you have done differently, in my place?”
When Shane opens his eyes, JJ holds his gaze. Not for the first time, Shane feels like maybe it’s too late to mend the gap between them, but he would never have made it where he is if he’d made a habit out of quitting when things seemed impossible. 
And maybe it’s better, in a way, to vomit six years of hurt at each other like this, rather than just sit with empty apologies, letting the poisonous shards fester under their skin until they got so infected that the only solution was to amputate. 
JJ tips his shoulder, pressing his thumb repeatedly into the aluminium of the can, making it clack-clack-clack rhythmically as he says, “I wouldn’t have left.”
“Bullshit you wouldn’t have left. And it’s not like I had a choice.”
“Maybe not, but you—you didn't even fight. You both left… not only the team, but… me. Made it look so fucking easy, too.” JJ is quiet as he says the next part, gaze steadily fixed on the table. “Always so fucking easy for me to third wheel you two.” 
Shane’s heart squeezes in his chest. “You were never a third wheel.” JJ shakes his head, eyes still downcast, so Shane tries a different approach, “What was I supposed to fight? How? Do you have any idea how fucking hard it was for me?” JJ opens his mouth to respond but Shane keeps talking, “Do you think I could have gone back in that room, and played shifts with Comeau, and just… what? What could I have possibly done differently? I’m not—we’re not—you know what it’s like for people like us.”
JJ’s answering laugh is hollow, but at least he’s looking at Shane again, so he counts it as a half-win. “Yeah, I know. I’m the one that’s still sitting there. You think they stopped now that you're gone, all tucked away in nicely in your fucking Manhattan condo? You think it’s all shits and giggles back home?”
“Of course I don't!” He throws his hands up in exasperation, “But what would you have me do?”
“I don’t know!” JJ scrubs a hand through his hair, breath going shallow again. “But it’s not… you always let everyone in the room make gay jokes–”
“Let? What the fuck was I—of course I fucking let them, I was trying to keep my sanity and my career, asshole! You know it’s hard enough being different, you kno–”
“You were still the captain!”
“For fucking sure, a captain who somehow has to represent every Asian person in the world when I barely speak three words of Japanese… how do you expect me to—and it’s not like you said anything either, no? Like you’re not a stand-in for every Black man in Canada, come the fuck on JJ. We’re not even allowed to be our own people, you know that the second we start making waves, we become an inconvenience.” 
“Maybe me, but you’re Shane fucking Hollander!”
“Asshole, do you fucking see where I am?” He spreads his hands, feeling his voice raise as anger bubbles up his throat, threatening to choke him. “I’m in a different fucking country, JJ, what the fuck do you think that means? Being Shane fucking Hollander sure didn’t save me from getting traded!” 
JJ throws up his hands, sliding the chair backwards with a screeching sound as he starts pacing back and forth. “Then what the fuck can I do, Shane? I didn’t have the luxury of getting tra–”
“Luxury? You call this a fucking luxury?” He gestures around the room, “You think I like this? You think I like being seven hours away from my parents? In a country where I need a fucking visa to work? Learning to play wing instead of waiting for my number to be retired at Centre Bell?” 
JJ shakes his head, turning to look out the windows as he chews on a hangnail. Shane hears him mutter under his breath, but it’s too quiet for him to catch. When he turns around, JJ shakes his head in defeat, “We haven’t even talked about Rozanov yet and I already need a drink, crisse.”
Shane’s mouth dries up in an instant, and he takes a sip of ginger ale for comfort before rubbing his palms against his sweats and saying, “Jay, I need to ask—are you—did—did you… have you been…?”
The other doesn’t respond, but rifles through his pocket, then slides a small gunmetal grey disc across the table. On it, Shane can see the embossed ‘24 hours’ along with ‘To thine own self be true’. 
He looks up at JJ, heart in his throat. “This is good,” he says, finger tapping against the embossing as JJ nods. “Do you still eat barbecue corn nuts when you… instead of drinking? Because I have those, if you want.”
JJ frowns, “You do?” 
“Yeah, I was already out getting your root beer, so…” He shrugs, trying not to make a big deal out of it, but when he looks up JJ’s eyes are glassy anyway, and he swallows before nodding. 
“Alright then… Thank you.” 
Corn nuts and more drinks relinquished into JJ’s grabby hands, Shane excuses himself for a few minutes with the pretext of having to take a bathroom break and hides instead in his closet to regroup. The location is hilarious for about three seconds, and depressing for the rest of the time he spends in there, but it’s one of the few rooms in his apartment that doesn’t have windows, and Shane desperately needs that right now.  
He lets himself sink to the floor, eyes closed and head resting against the door, and breathes. You knew this wouldn’t be easy, he reminds himself. ‘It’s gonna do you more harm than good,’ Hayden had told him when Shane had given his latest update on the JJ situation, but he’d wanted to try anyway. 
Maybe Hayden had a smidge of a point, maybe JJ was someone who didn’t deserve their continued efforts, but it’s not like Hayden wasn’t always right about these things, no? He’d left Shane too, when he found out about Lily. So maybe no one was perfect right off the bat—and sure, there were entire palettes of nuance in between “perfect” and “not worth the time,” but maybe some people were worth fighting for regardless of which shade they were painting with at the time. 
Once he feels back on his footing enough to face round two, Shane leaves the closet and goes back to the kitchen, where JJ is staring at Shane’s phone, the corners of his mouth downturned. “You have a group chat with Hayden and Rozanov?”
Uh oh, Shane thinks, mentally kicking himself. He’s been meaning to adjust his notifications ever since Drake had borrowed his phone to use Google Maps on their way back from Tarrytown, and had gotten an eyeful of Ilya’s dick via iMessage preview, both of them scrabbling for the phone as Shane screamed at Drake to keep his eyes on the road and mind his own fucking business. He should have just changed the settings then, but he’d been too busy being interrogated by Drake over whether Shane thought Drake would be good at blowjobs, solely based on his own professional assessment that he “ate pussy like he was a starved man and his wife was the Crab Station all-you-can-eat buffet in Canton, Ohio,” so Shane had forgotten about the notification preview on his phone… until now. 
“It’s—uh, exposure therapy.” 
JJ snorts, “Hayden must hate it.” 
“Oh, for sure. I think he’s coming around, though. He bought Ilya popcorn from Chicago.”
Shane pretends not to see the way JJ mouths the word ‘Ilya’ to himself, making a face. It’s short lived, though, as the next thing that comes through the preview is a picture of Ilya himself as he flips off the camera, bruises and swollen cheekbone on full display. He tries to tap on the message, but the passcode screen stops him. “Can you… can I see?” he asks.  
Once Shane gives him the phone back, open on Ilya’s selfie, JJ stares at it for a while, fingers zooming in and out of every single bruise and scrape on his face. “Is Rozanov… okay? I tried reaching out through his manager but he hasn't responded yet.” 
Shane shrugs, biting his tongue so he doesn’t tell JJ he knows, that Ilya told him a couple of days ago—and more to the point, that Ilya wasn't going to respond at all. “He’ll live. You did break his eye socket though, so he’s pretty pissed about that.”
“Crisse. Can you… tell him I'm sorry?” JJ asks with a wince. “I don’t… I was trying not to fight him, not after Montana, but then he said…” he shakes his head, twisting the metal tab of his drink until it pops off. 
“What did he say?”
JJ’s gaze snaps up, “He didn’t tell you?” 
No, Shane thinks as he shrugs, because he knows whatever it is, it was was fucking stupid and he shouldn’t have said it.
“Maybe… maybe he should be the one to tell you? I don't want to like, break you guys up or anything like that.”
While it was obvious for both of them that their secret was out with JJ, he and Ilya hadn’t really talked about the implications—Ilya’s family and his recovery taking precedence—but Shane had told Ilya about JJ calling, and that he was going to have JJ over before the game to discuss. Ilya had clearly been unhappy about it, a dark cloud rolling in over his face for half an hour or so as they sat on the couch with breakfast, but in the end he’d sighed, taken their plates away and laid his head in Shane’s lap, asking Shane to keep reading, and that had been that. Regardless of the lack of verbal confirmation from Ilya, Shane was sure of one thing: “Trust me, we're not gonna break up over whatever stupid bullshit he told you, even though he said it just to make you lose your shit. Which clearly worked.”
“I really am sorry,” he tries again. “I’ve been… it’s been… it’s been a fucking lot, all month. Sorry, I know that–”
“I know what you mean. I can’t pretend I’m not upset over how things went, but… I know what you mean.” Shane takes a deep breath, “And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry they didn’t make you Captain. You deserved the C.” 
JJ snorts, “Yeah, that was a fun fucking chat between me and Coach. Guess booting the star player took away his mask too.” He rubs the back of his hand against his mouth, glancing at Shane as if he’s deciding whether to say something or not. 
“What?” Shane asks, feeling a wave of cold unease wash over him in an instant. 
"After Montana —écoute, tsé que j'essaie de pas faire attention à ce genre de niaiseries que j'ai entendu des millions de fois sur la glace. Mais Thériault a viré complètement fou, genre y'a pèté un plomb.  (—listen, you know I try not to care about this shit, I've heard it on the ice a million fucking times, but—Theriault went fucking crazy, it’s like he snapped.)”
Shane grits his teeth. Theriault had always been very good at toeing the plausible deniability line with both of them—he preferred defaulting to homophobic slurs instead, secure in his (faulty) knowledge that no one would dare raise a single objection because his locker room was clean, a qualifier he loved throwing around with pride on the rare occasions any athlete came out, no matter the sport. To Shane, that was just another reason why certain things were better kept in the dark.
He kinda resents himself now for leaving Montreal without confronting Theriault again. For not having enough presence of mind to punch his former coach a month ago, when he’d sat Shane down and humiliated him so thoroughly he’d briefly considered disappearing forever. It wouldn’t have solved anything—would have just lent credence to the stupid fucking stereotypes that hang on Shane like dead birds around his neck—but it sure would have made him feel a bit better about JJ being stuck there now. 
“I think you should record him,” Shane hears himself say. 
JJ snorts, “What, put a baby monitor in the locker room?” 
Shane shoots the 24 Hours chip back over JJ’s side of the table, “Teddy bear nanny cam, please. I’m a classy gay.” 
“Esti de câlisse de tabarnak! Of course it was a teddy bear that did you in.” He twists the token between his fingers, then slides it back across the table. “This is for you, by the way.” 
“JJ, I can’t–”
“Nope. You keep it. It's a promise I'm making to someone who used to be my best friend, and… I hope we can get there again, maybe. I know it will take time but—but maybe. If you want. I want us to—I want to do better. But you kinda… Maybe we can both do better?” 
JJ has never been one to shy away from eye contact, not like him, but now Shane finds it incredibly difficult to catch his eye as JJ keeps his gaze downcast and fixed on the space between them.
While it isn’t perfect by any stretch of imagination, it’s a start. And for now, Shane thinks that maybe it’s enough, to just sit there and know that they both want this, that there is maybe a way through and out that doesn’t entail never speaking again, even if the path might be difficult to navigate. 
So Shane doesn’t push it, but clears the emotion from his voice and says, “I hope so too.” 
Nana Lyne had been buried at Le Repos Saint-François d’Assise on a cold November morning, snow flurries picked up by the wind in whirlpools and pelting Shane's face with cruelty, getting stuck on his eyelashes and eyebrows, burning cold against his lips.
Despite the long roadie just ahead, JJ had tried to get a full ten days off for bereavement, so he could observe the traditional mourning period his nana would have wanted. The best he had been able to get out of the Voyageurs had been three days, with a fourth tacked on at the last minute—and only after Shane had thrown caution to the wind and gone to the Director of Hockey Operations directly, leveraging every single bit of influence he possessed.
In the three days leading up to the funeral, JJ's house had hosted a revolving cast of characters, some of whom were familiar to Shane—people from Mezami, from the surrounding businesses—but many of whom he'd never seen before or had only heard mentioned in passing; old neighbors, Church people, a parade of friends and staff from the nursing home… all there to pay their respects and celebrate the life of a woman who by all accounts wouldn't be easily forgotten.
Shane had been there as much as he could—which wasn't very much at all, considering the roadie that took him away to the West Coast almost immediately—and had tried to negotiate an easier return for JJ by doubling his efforts on the ice, so that no one would look at him accusingly for taking time off while they were on their way to the Cup. 
He and Hayden had taken a red-eye out of Anaheim right after the game to make sure they'd be in Montreal in time for the funeral itself, and they'd be taking a flight to LA right after the ceremony, but Shane had seen the way JJ's shoulders sagged in relief at seeing both of them on his doorstep on the morning of the burial, and he'd known the exhaustion would be worth it. 
And so he'd stood there, holding JJ's hand as the priest droned on and on about how we are all made of earth, of ash, of dust, and to earth, ash, and dust we shall return, looking at the imposingly beautiful and intricate headstone JJ had spent hours agonizing over, the words “Gone from my sight that is all” carved into the marble, and he’d understood with startling clarity why people said cemeteries were for the living. 
He kept holding JJ's hand until everyone had left, feeling the tremors running through it and doing his best to reassure JJ through touch that he was there, and it was gonna be okay, and then he had asked the funeral director for a few more minutes of privacy so they could sit down on the ground—right on the layer of messy, watery sleet that had kept falling during the ceremony—and he'd let JJ lean against his shoulder and hide his face in the crook of his neck as he cried himself hoarse, countering each broken “I’m all alone now” with reassurances that he wasn’t, he wouldn’t be alone because he had Shane, and Hayden, and they wouldn’t let him move backwards—only forwards. He’d held JJ like that until there were no more tears, until there was nothing left to do at all aside from breathing and looking at the way the snow had started thickening and covering the freshly dug earth of Nana Lyne’s grave. 
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“By the way,” JJ says out of the blue with a vaguely offended tone, “I’m sure I could have set you up with someone other than motherfucking Rozanov. There’s plenty of nice gay men in Montreal. I know like, at least five off the top of my head.”
Shane rolls his eyes, covering his face with a pillow. Somewhere between finishing the bag of corn nuts and cracking open the third ginger ale they’d relocated to the couch, and turned the TV on to ESPNews, so now it seems like a perfectly reasonable time for Shane to asphyxiate himself instead of having to face yet another conversation about all the nice people JJ knew in Montreal—now updated to reflect sexual preference. “Jesus Christ JJ not you too—I’m fine, I don’t need a replacement boyfriend. Kinda attached to the one I have right now.”
“Boyfriend,” JJ scoffs, “Can’t fucking believe Ilya Rozanov let himself be locked down by your sorry ass.” He says it with a tiny unsure smile, so small it’s basically just a suggestion of upturned lips, but Shane refuses to be tiptoed around—especially not if they’re doing this for real—so he changes his grip on the throw pillow, tossing it at JJ instead. 
“Yeah,” Shane sighs dramatically, “All those nice men in Boston, and he’s stuck with me. He regrets it every day.”
The other perks up at that, “Does he really? Because I do know a lot of gay men—you know Antoine has been head over heels for you since the first time you came to the restaurant?”
“Jeyj, please—wait, really?”
He laughs, “Why else did you think you got all that off-menu food for free? You think my nana was running a charity?” 
“Good god,” Shane murmurs. A few things now made a lot more sense, like Antoine’s insistence on getting Shane’s number so he could text him whenever a new dish got added to the menu, as if Shane was a Michelin critic instead of a guy whose diet mainly consisted on cramming as much protein inside his body in the least amount of bites possible. 
In hindsight, that one invite to go to the Jean Talon’s farmers market together also probably meant something different than what Shane had assumed at the time—which was that Antoine simply needed help carrying the approximately fifty tote bags he accumulated moving from stall to stall. In Shane’s defense, Antoine kept remarking how strong Shane was every time they saw each other at Mezami, so what else was he supposed to think? And not that it mattered either way—by that point he was already so consumed with whatever he and Ilya were doing that the thought of it being anything but a random, friendly invite hadn’t even crossed Shane’s mind. 
He gets lost in retroactive history for longer than he probably should, if JJ’s hand waving in front of his face is anything to go by. “Shane? Hello?” JJ smirks, “Should I actually tell Antoine to call you? He just broke up with his girlfriend, and you’d make a wonderful rebound.” 
He rolls his eyes, but lets a smile filter through his voice as he says, “Oh, fuck off.” 
“Hey,” JJ says, low and tentative, “Can I ask you…? I mean, on the phone you said–”
Shane groans, letting his head fall backwards to rest against the couch, “I shouldn’t have said it. That was so fucking stupid.”
JJ’s hand grips his shoulder tightly, voice going serious with his next words. “You know I’m not gonna say anything, right?”
“It’s not that. What if someone heard it?” 
“Uh, someone like… the FBI agent living in your phone? Like Agent Smith and other machines listening in on you confessing you’re high school sweethearts with Russia’s Greatest Love Machine?” He nudges Shane with his knee, smiling teasingly. 
Shane checks JJ’s shoulder halfheartedly, “I hate that stupid nickname, Yahoo Sports uses it all the fucking time. Also fuck off, we’re not high school sweethearts.”
JJ blinks, raising his eyebrows. “Haven’t you been boyfriends since you were nineteen?” 
“Fuck no, it’s been like—a month, tops, and before that we were just… just… you know, just,” he says, hoping the vague hand gestures can encompass at least some of what’s been happening between him and Ilya since pretty much the first time they met. 
“Fuckbuddies?” 
He makes a pained noise, “Why is there never a good word for this shit I swear—yes, we were just fucking. Easy. Casual.” So fucking casual, Shane tells himself as his brain helpfully provides a highlight reel of exactly how (not) easy-and-casual things had been from the start.
JJ nods to himself, sitting back against the couch cushions. “Easy-casual, right. Dude, I hate to be the bearer of a reality check but six years is not “easy and casual,” even if you’re just fucking. It’s like, ‘let’s open a shared bank account and buy a house in Banff for the holidays’ levels of easy-casual.” 
“Jay…”
“Like, ‘honey I'm home, here’s flowers and jewellery for our anniversary’ type of easy-casual.”
Shane snorts, using his left hand to point at the coffee table and the vase of aster and dahlias that Ilya had used his fridge’s internet connection to sneakily buy the day Shane left Boston (and that had subsequently delayed Shane’s departure because Ilya was infuriating in his thoughtfulness, it was fucking gross). JJ’s eyes drift to the flowers but snag on the bracelet adorning Shane’s wrist, and he breaks out in a booming fit of laughter, “Holy fuckin’ shit, dude! What the fuck. This the same guy who had a foursome with three Victoria’s Secret models?”
“He what,” Shane asks flatly, then shakes his head, “No, don’t tell me. I don’t care.”
JJ pokes him in the ribs, “Yes you care.” 
“Yes I do,” he pokes back, “But it’s not fair. It’s whatever. He wasn’t doing anything wrong. I don’t know. Who cares. I’m just—I’m just jealous but it’s not like—whatever. It’s cool.”
“So cool,” JJ parrots. “You’ve never been cooler about anything your entire life, I can tell.” 
Shane pokes him again, adding “Fuck off,” for good measure. This is going well, right? he thinks. While the rest of the afternoon had maybe been a little up in the air, this specific part had surprisingly gone over better than anticipated, and JJ seemed to be adjusting pretty well. There might even be a chance of him and Ilya being in the same room at some point in the nebulous, distant future without either of them trying to bait the other into a fistfight. 
Maybe he could even coax Ilya into revealing what the hell he’d said to set JJ off—not that it really mattered, in the grand scheme of things, but under duress Shane could admit to being a little nosy. Just a teeny, tiny bit. It’s not like not knowing was killing him, especially considering the general consensus online had been that lip reading was not an exact science, and making memes of the situation with fake captions was much better, once the Bears had confirmed their Captain was fine. 
Hayden kept sharing them in the chat to annoy Ilya, and Shane—in the privacy of his own brain, and only carefully divorced from the sheer terror he’d felt watching the moment live on TV—could admit that he’d saved a couple on his phone and was expecting the perfect merciless moment to drop them on Ilya. 
“Oh, wait,” JJ suddenly says as he slides a bubble mailer from under the back of his shirt and drops it onto Shane’s coffee table in a crumpled, sweaty heap, “Here, I almost forgot.” 
Shane eyes the parcel suspiciously, “You do know bags exist, right? Like, tote bags, grocery net bags, shit like that?”
He shrugs, “I didn't want to be seen carrying something out of the hotel. It’s from Elyse.”
Shane frowns, reaching out for the parcel. “Who?”
“Comeau. Christ, have you forgotten our WAGs already?”
 Shan’s answer gets stuck in his throat, leaving him breathless for a few seconds until JJ shifts on the couch, breaking the spell. It somehow still shocks him, how certain words can douse his nervous system in gasoline, like he’s nothing but an open flame just reacting to external stimuli, because what the fuck do you mean all it took was the combination of “Elyse” and “Comeau” for his breathing to go shallow, and his vision to cloud up? Maybe I should talk to someone about this, he thinks dazedly as he shakes his head until the black spots at the edges of his eyesight fade away. When his gaze refocuses, Shane notices he’s tap-tapping his fingers on the envelope as he and Ilya do to soothe each other, and agrees with himself that—yep, probably a good idea to try and talk to someone about this at some point. Add it to the list, he thinks.
JJ is watching him very intently. “Shane? Are you okay?”
 He looks up, looking at JJ without really seeing him. “‘M okay,” he lies. Half-lies. He’s not okay, but it’s fine. Actually it's not fine, but it’s going to be. Maybe. “What… what’s in it?”
JJ shrugs, visibly relaxing his shoulders but still keeping a careful eye on Shane. “I don’t know, she made me swear not to open it, or let anyone find it. Three guesses as to what’s inside, and I don’t think it’s tickets to Waitress, Shane.”
“Right,” he deadpans, still trying to wrap his head around the truth of the packet on the table. 
To be honest, he really would have preferred tickets to Waitress—at least then he could have taken Rose to see it when she came over, since she couldn’t stop talking about how she would have killed for the role of Jenna. She’d even spent an entire phone call making him sit through one-hundred-four agonizing minutes of the original film once Shane had confessed he had no idea what she was talking about. 
But yeah. Probably not. Fuck. 
JJ slowly gets up from the couch, moving until he’s next to Shane and can grip his shoulder with a firm hand. “I’m getting another root beer, you want anything?” 
All things considered, right now Shane wouldn’t say no to a shot of the disgusting vodka Ilya stashed in his freezer during his last visit, but he’s not stupid enough to say it out loud, so he asks for a glass of water instead. Before heading for the fridge, JJ squeezes his shoulder again, and Shane lets himself relax in slow increments, eyes still fixed on the bubble mailer.
The Letter, as Shane starts thinking of it in the hours he spends awake looking at where he propped it on his nightstand, isn’t really a letter per se—not in the way Shane thinks about letters, not like the ones he used to write as a kid for the cultural exchange program.
It’s not written in nice, wonky elementary school cursive on quality 120 gsm Biker Mice from Mars stationery—it looks like it was scribbled hastily, words scratched over and rewritten all throughout the few lines of text. Nothing but a piece of paper ripped from a yellow legal pad, top edge uneven and one corner creased. 
Small and unassuming. 
Shane isn’t sure he’s ever held anything more dangerous his whole entire life. 
He’s been sitting in front of the windows since JJ left, counting the boats gliding along the Hudson and toying with the tacky adhesive strip keeping the envelope closed. He knows that there’s a line that he’d drawn a month ago—it hadn’t been an infallible barrier by any stretch of imagination, because the cracks in its foundation kept letting things through in both directions, but it had held pretty well when it mattered, and Shane knew that the contents of Elyse Comeau’s package were going to be lit sticks of dynamite powerful enough to make the whole structure crumble—but he needs to see. 
Shane folds the paper back, setting it aside as he shakes the bubble mailer upside down and watches its contents clatter on the floor, an odd, foreign sound escaping his lips. 
The photographs are clear—perfect pictures of the picture perfect nursery of baby Marc Comeau, shot from different angles, with a lot of emphasis on the rocking chair and the shelf on the opposite wall, lined with books and toys. The video had been edited, the whole room shrunk to a pinprick and blurred out, but Shane realizes now that the chair itself had intricate, distinctive carvings running all over it. He’s sure that if he held the photographs right next to the video, it would be a perfect match. 
It could probably be enough, in the hands of a good lawyer, but he doesn’t even have time to worry about it because once he grabs his laptop and plugs in the USB stick, he knows that even a terrible, mediocre, disbarred lawyer would be able to win the case blindfolded, gagged, and possibly even asleep. 
Each video is neatly labelled like a perfect breadcrumb leading him all the way home—nursery_tour.MP4, original_footage.MP4, edited_footage.MOV—and there’s a PDF named MontGazet_emails.PDF that makes Shane’s blood churn dangerously in his veins on sight. 
You deserved better, and I’m sorry, she’d written in her note, like it was an afterthought instead of the understatement of the fucking century. I realize now I do too, and so does my son. Hopefully you’ll find a way to make use of these. 
There’s one last file on the USB stick; a PDF simply marked as “EC_affidavit”. This one is more in line with what Shane was expecting—a love letter written in beautiful, flowing cursive, each paragraph indented and numbered, describing a chain of events that Shane had only dared try and piece together once, and vowed to never think about again, because there was no point either way. 
This letter is two pages long—each one bearing the initials EC and YD—and signed by Elyse Cartier at the end, followed by another signature under the words “Sworn before” written above the embossed stamp of Maître Y. Desmarais, avocat — Desmarais & Laberge, s.e.n.c.r.l.
Shane allows himself exactly five minutes of panic—just messy, fragmented, half-formed, brittle thoughts running through his head in circles, overlapping as they spiral, options and consequences branching out in a thousand different directions, a million and one paths unfolding in his mind’s eye, his own voice a constant background noise as it screams at him to do it do it do it, wait no don’t don’t don’t you don’t want to, yes yes you do please do it do it do it, but what happens if– 
Once the alarm on his laptop goes off, Shane takes a deep breath, cracks his knuckles, and types out an email to his lawyer.  
Essentially, the logic is this. 
When you build a treehouse, you kinda have to start from a specific vision. 
You need a solid action plan, of course, but before that, you need the whimsy, so to speak—the desire to create a little hideaway, a little nest for yourself, up in the branches of a tree so nothing can get to you. Maybe you need to be seven, on vacation in a foreign country, a little too shy to make friends with the neighboring kids, but too full of life and ideas to just sit there on your grandparents’ porch and watch the birds flock to the feeder your grandma hung from the gutter. 
Once you have the vision, you can move on to practical things: design, materials, tools, decorations. A big plastic tarp to cover everything when it rains. Weatherproofing paint. Maybe it takes a month of building and sneaking loquats into your pockets before the treehouse is finished, and maybe it isn’t even really a treehouse at all—not when it sits on the ground beneath the branches instead of among them—but you still get there. You put down blankets and pillows your grandpa sneaks out of the house while you giggle behind your hand, and paint the roof blue, sit inside and read books and draw pictures, close your eyes and listen to the birds singing outside.
Maybe the treehouse stands the test of time, maybe it doesn't. 
It means something that it does, but it’s also not the most important part of it. When Shane thinks about that summer, the clearest memory is still of standing beneath the shade, handing his grandpa nails and tools while jiji hums his made-up song. It’s the loquats polished against a shirt and pressed into his palm, the stolen pillows. It’s the way there was always room for another person in that little hideaway, even when he’d built it because he was too shy to ask anyone else to play.
Maybe that's what has endured all these years—not the wood or the paint or even the treehouse itself, but the vision that came first. The desire to reach out, even when you're scared to. The small, electrifying joy of making something and then realizing there is room inside it for someone else. The relief of handing them an invitation and watching them accept.
Shane is older now, and he has endured the test of time to the best of his abilities—albeit with a few cracks in the overall weatherproofing of his soul—and while for a bit there he thought he’d lost it all—the whimsy, the pocketfuls of fruit, the stolen pillows and handmade blankets—he feels now like maybe he hasn’t really lost anything at all.
Maybe it’s all still there, just safe under the tarp. 
And maybe it’s time to allow himself to lift it, fold it, and put it away for a while.
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The drive to Hartford is quiet and uneventful—just Shane and the nice lady from his conversational Russian CD trying to teach him how to order food—and it’s exactly what he needs after facing off the Voyageurs for the first time since he saw them at Comeau’s house that fucking early March Saturday that kickstarted it all. 
He keeps the windows rolled down, letting the evening breeze caress his skin as he crosses from New York into Connecticut, driving along the I-91 and repeating to himself “kakoye samaye tipichnaye blyuda?” over and over until he feels like he has a decent enough grasp of the way the vowels are supposed to roll around his mouth.
No matter how you slice it, the fact that his first time facing off against the Voyageurs had been with home ice advantage, in an arena decorated in red instead of blue, had been nothing short of a blessing. Of course he would have been fine either way, and it’s not like he was scared or anything like that, but there was something to be said about walking out of the tunnel and onto an ice where it felt like everyone was screaming his name in support instead of reprimand.
And it wasn’t even just that (although the sea of red chanting for them, and the signs with his name had made him feel warm and happy) but when the jumbotron had singled out their WAGs, they were all wearing new jerseys—updated versions that were half red and half rainbow print, a style Shane had only ever seen as a prototype on the Admirals’ weekly newsletter. Pride Jersey, the email had read. Available for players and WAGs/families to use next season during Pride Night, but this hadn’t been Pride Night, it was just—a night, but the meaning of the gesture hadn’t been lost on Shane, even before Hunter had caught his eye across the ice and fucking winked at him. 
All in all, it had been a great night to debut as a first line winger, easy assist and an even easier goal he’d delivered with all the grace of someone who’s been telling Patrice Drapeau for years that “when you drop so slow, you leave the fucking Mount Macdonald tunnel between your legs so open that even my dead grandpa could fucking score, and he was completely blind by the time he died,” only to turn around and find himself surrounded by his linemates, and everything had been a blur of red and white. 
He’d allowed himself a single moment of looking at Comeau, right before puck drop, right after he’d skated up to JJ to give him a quick hug. He’d felt eyes on him like a needle then, and turned his eyes to find Comeau staring at him, face a blank mask, but Shane knew better. He hadn’t lingered, but in the quiet of his own mind he’d allowed himself the satisfaction of thinking, You're gonna get what you deserve, you ugly motherfucker, and then he’d switched off his thinking brain until the game was over. 
Now, as he slows the car down, entering the driveway of their house, Shane lets himself push everything away, switches off the CD right as the lesson is about to shift into “asking for directions” and finds Ilya sitting outside on the low brick wall, his eyes closed and his face upturned, like he too is enjoying the cool night air and listening to the evening birds singing. 
“Hey,” he says softly, closing the door and walking over to Ilya. “All good? Got tired of the couch inside?” 
Ilya’s smile is wistful just then as he reaches out for Shane and cups his face, bringing their foreheads together, then their lips, before letting his face slot in the crook of Shane’s neck with a broken sigh, arms heavy as they grip Shane’s waist. 
He frowns, “Ilya? Are you okay?” Shane curls his fingers in Ilya’s hair, massaging the scalp and gently cupping Ilya’s nape until Ilya leans back, looking up with eyes glassy and brimming with emotion. Shane’s pulse kicks up, “Baby? What’s wrong?” 
Ilya drags the back of his wrist under his nose, scrubbing with the sleeve. His mouth works once, twice, words refusing to come out until they do—
“My father is dead.” 
—as the owls keep calling out to each other across the trees.
Pylades: I’ll take care of you.

Orestes: It’s rotten work.

Pylades: Not to me. Not if it’s you.
*
(Euripides — Anne Carson)
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🕹️ this month's fun game is "what did ilya say to jj?"
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🐌 speaking of nothing, I know it looks like I've abandoned this but I swear i haven't. i'm a slow writer with a silly brain that sometimes goes brrlrllrlrlrlrlrlr and stops for a while, so I'm doing my best x please give me a head start on chapter 8 by reading this one very slowly x
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✨❤️💚✨ ileftmyheartinnarnia and triserratops for listening to my anxious chihuahua brain spirals, for reading through this monster several times and catching all my mistakes, for keeping me motivated with silliness, and for hyping me up. and also for providing oviposition fic, but I won't tell you which of them sent it to me.

🐙🥚🧜🏻‍♂️ btw absolutely zero shade, the fic is really good, you can find it here - deep end by freakshaped

🩷 thank you carraxxess (Russian) and doctor_roc_rogers (Québécois) for help with the translations 🫶🏻

🩷 thank you canadianfleece and  theveriest for the lessons in Boston slang 🤌🏻

🩷 thank you internerdionality for all the hockey knowledge 🏒✨ I'm sorry I forgot about Shane being a movie buff 😭

📝 email code by La_Temperanza, hover-over translation code by mackerel_cheese.

📝 cute ass divider by dividers4u.
Disclaimers and other notes this way ⤵️📑 fuck Taylor Swift. Her music has gotten me through getting outed/fired/SH (no not Shane Hollander, the other type of SH) and if you're a fan you have definitely clocked the chapter titles that are taken from her songs (including this one). To be honest she started losing her shine with her switch in public persona, songwriting, and all the tone-deaf shit she's been saying (or NOT saying) since Kelce.

I was recently made aware that she is now essentially allowing the DHS to use her music for ICE propaganda without a single word (no, I don't care about the copyright strike because she's still SILENT about it whereas many other artists condemned the unauthorized use of their music), and it's disappointing and enraging, especially coming from the artist who said she had to be political because she knew her voice could reach millions and make a difference.

For now I am not going to change the chapter titles but I probably will soon. Just FYI in the meantime - fuck Taylor Swift.

📑 listen can we just pretend that I didn't mess up the ages of all of Hayden's children? can we? just ignore that the timeline doesn't make sense please, i'm literally on my knees begging.

📑 while we're at it, can we also ignore the fact the hockey in this fic is (despite my best efforts and the great feedback I receive on what to fix and how) hand-wavy at best? like i'm really trying but i'm also not above rearranging the end of regular season/start of playoffs to suit my needs. as you can probably already tell.

Aug 22nd update 📑 I forgot to credit the wonderful THE WICKED WITCH OF THE EAST BRO moment by Austin Parrish!
wow the notes are so lackluster this time, coding and formatting this for literal HOURS has drained me lmfao

Last but definitely not least, this chapter is dedicated to my nana, who was the best person to ever exist, and made my life so much brighter up until the very end. Sorry I couldn't make it in time and I count every day still 🩷
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