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Everything I Never Lived

    by mpregshane

      Summary

      Shane Hollander has spent his whole career being told he and Ilya Rozanov hate each other. He's inclined to agree, right up until a hit in his rookie season puts him in a hospital bed and eleven years of a life he never had unspool behind his eyes: secret hotel rooms, a wedding, kids, a fight that nearly ended them, a crash that brought them back. He wakes up to a body that aches for a husband who was never real, and a rival standing at the end of his bed who has no idea what he means to him.
Or: Shane wakes up from a coma grieving a marriage that never happened, and decides the only way through it is to go build the real thing from scratch.





  






      

  












      Chapter 1: Chapter 1: The Life Unlived
  








  The hit came from Shane's blind side, which was embarrassing in itself because he was usually better about keeping his head on a swivel. One moment he was skating through the neutral zone with the puck on his stick, looking for Hayden Pike on the left wing, and the next his entire world tilted on its axis as three hundred pounds of opposing defenseman caught him square in the jaw with an elbow that had absolutely no business being that high.
 
Shane remembered the sensation of flying. Not the graceful kind of flying that happened when he was at the top of his game, when his skates barely seemed to touch the ice and he could weave through defenders like they were standing still. This was the violent kind, the kind where his body became a projectile launched by someone else's malice, and his head snapped back so hard he heard something crack that definitely shouldn't have cracked. He remembered the ice rushing up to meet him, cold and unforgiving, and then he remembered nothing at all.
 
When awareness returned, it did not return gently.
 
Shane became conscious of himself in stages. First there was the sensation of floating, of being suspended in warm water that cradled every part of him without demanding anything in return. Then came the distant awareness of sound, voices that seemed to be speaking from the other end of a long tunnel, words that dissolved into meaninglessness before they could fully reach him. He tried to open his eyes and found that he couldn't, or perhaps that he didn't want to, because there was something waiting for him on the other side of consciousness that felt heavy and sharp and wrong.
 
He drifted.
 
And then, like a door opening in a house he hadn't known contained rooms, Shane Hollander found himself standing in a hallway that he recognized with the immediate certainty of a memory that had always belonged to him. It was the hallway of a hotel in Toronto, one of those generic luxury properties that all looked the same after enough years on the road, but this one was specific. He knew that if he turned left he would find the elevator bank, and if he turned right he would find room 1410, and behind that door was something that made his chest ache with an intensity that felt like grief and longing and home all tangled together.
 
Shane turned right.
 
The door to room 1410 was already open when he reached it, and the man standing in the doorway was someone Shane knew with the same bone-deep certainty that he knew his own name, even though they had never met. Not really. Not in any way that counted.
 
Ilya Rozanov leaned against the doorframe with his arms crossed over his chest, wearing a white undershirt and suit pants that hung low on his hips, and he smiled at Shane with an expression that contained seven years of history. Seven years of secret hotel rooms and stolen weekends and fights that had nearly ended them and reconciliations that had brought them back together. Seven years of being each other's person in a world that would have torn them apart if it had known.
 
"You're late," Ilya said, and his voice had that particular rough quality that Shane had somehow forgotten he knew, the slight accent that thickened when he was tired or emotional or aroused. "I was starting to think you weren't coming."
 
Shane opened his mouth to say something, to explain that he didn't know where here was or why he felt like he was drowning in recognition of a place he'd never been, but what came out instead was: "I always come. You know I always come."
 
And he did know. He knew it with the absolute certainty of lived experience, even though another part of him was screaming that this was impossible, that he was twenty years old and a rookie in the NHL and he and Ilya Rozanov were rivals who hated each other, who had never shared anything more than a handshake at the draft and a few terse interviews where they traded carefully scripted barbs for the cameras.
 
But that part of him was small and getting smaller, because the dream was wrapping itself around him like a warm blanket, and in this dream he was twenty-seven years old and he had been in love with Ilya Rozanov for so long that he couldn't remember what it felt like not to love him.
 
"Get in here," Ilya said, reaching out to grab Shane by the wrist and pull him into the room, and the moment the door clicked shut behind them Shane was being pressed against it, Ilya's big hands framing his face and Ilya's mouth hot and demanding against his own.
 
The kiss felt like coming home. That was the only way Shane could describe it, even as some distant part of his brain tried to catalog all the ways this was wrong. He had never kissed Ilya Rozanov. He had never been in this hotel room. He was lying unconscious on an ice rink in Montreal, his rookie season hanging in the balance, and yet his body was responding to this man with the familiarity of long practice, his hands moving automatically to grip Ilya's waist and pull him closer.
 
"Missed you," Ilya murmured against his mouth, and Shane felt the vibration of the words against his lips more than he heard them. "Two weeks is too long. I hate when we go two weeks."
 
"I know," Shane said, and he did know, he knew it with the weight of memory that wasn't his own, of lonely nights in his Montreal condo and text messages sent under fake names and the constant low-grade terror of being found out. "I missed you too. I always miss you."
 
Ilya pulled back just far enough to look at him, and Shane found himself staring into blue eyes that he knew better than his own. There were lines at the corners that hadn't been there when they'd met, laugh lines and worry lines and the particular crease that appeared between Ilya's eyebrows when he was thinking too hard about something. Shane knew that crease. He had kissed it smooth a hundred times.
 
"You look tired," Ilya said, and his thumb traced the curve of Shane's cheekbone with a tenderness that made Shane's chest tighten. "The season is eating you alive."
 
"I'm fine," Shane said automatically, because that was what he always said, because in this dream-life he was the captain of the Montreal Voyageurs and he had to be fine, he had to be perfect, he had to be the golden boy that everyone expected him to be.
 
But Ilya knew better. Ilya always knew better. He had seen Shane at his worst, had held him through panic attacks and depressive episodes and the crushing weight of a closet that had never felt more like a cage than it did these days. Ilya was the only person in the world who got to see Shane Hollander stripped of all his polish and performance, and that was why Shane loved him. That was why Shane would do anything to protect what they had, even if it meant hiding for another seven years, even if it meant pretending to hate each other in public while they fell apart in each other's arms in private.
 
"Come to bed," Ilya said, and it wasn't a question.
 
The hotel room was different from the ones Shane stayed in during his actual rookie season. Those had been standard issue, team-booked accommodations with stiff sheets and thin walls and the constant awareness that he was living out of a suitcase, that nothing belonged to him. This room was different because they had made it theirs over years of clandestine meetings, because there were things here that belonged to both of them, a pair of slippers by the bathroom door and a specific brand of tea in the mini fridge and a photograph tucked into the mirror that showed the two of them at a beach somewhere, Ilya's arm slung around Shane's shoulders and both of them grinning like fools.
 
Shane stared at that photograph while Ilya kissed his neck, working open the buttons of his shirt with practiced efficiency. In the picture they looked happy. They looked like a couple. They looked like the kind of people who got to be in love openly, without the weight of the world pressing down on them.
 
"Where was this?" Shane asked, his voice sounding distant to his own ears.
 
Ilya paused in his ministrations to look up at the mirror, and his expression softened into something that looked like nostalgia. "Cape Cod. Three summers ago. You remember, we rented that cottage and didn't leave it for a week. You burned your shoulders because you forgot sunscreen and I had to put aloe on you for three days."
 
Shane didn't remember. He had never been to Cape Cod with Ilya Rozanov. But the memory arrived fully formed in his mind anyway, a week of sunlight and salt water and making love on a deck overlooking the ocean, of falling asleep to the sound of waves and waking up with Ilya's hair tickling his nose.
 
"I remember," he said, because the dream demanded it, because the dream was rewriting him from the inside out and he was powerless to stop it.
 
They made love with the desperate intensity of two people who knew their time was limited, who had learned to pack a month's worth of intimacy into a few stolen hours. Ilya was thorough and attentive and occasionally rough in exactly the ways that Shane liked, and Shane gave himself over to it with the abandon of someone who trusted his partner completely, who knew that he was safe here in a way that he never was anywhere else.
 
Afterward they lay tangled together in sheets that smelled like them, like their combined sweat and the cologne that Ilya wore and the shampoo that Shane used, and Ilya traced patterns on Shane's back while they talked about nothing and everything.
 
"The charity launch is next month," Ilya said, his voice rumbling through his chest where Shane's head was resting. "Are you nervous?"
 
Shane thought about the Irina Foundation, the mental health charity that they had founded together in Ilya's mother's name. He thought about the press conference they would have to give, the careful dance of presenting themselves as friends and colleagues while hiding the fact that they were so much more than that. He thought about the weight of Ilya's hand in his, hidden under the table where no one could see.
 
"A little," he admitted. "But it's worth it. If we can help even one person..."
 
Ilya kissed the top of his head. "You're going to change the world, Shane Hollander. You know that, right? You're going to change the world, and I'm going to be right there next to you while you do it."
 
Shane closed his eyes and let the words wash over him, let the dream carry him along like a river current. He saw flashes of other moments, other hotel rooms and other years. He saw himself at twenty-two, just starting to understand that what he felt for Ilya was more than just physical attraction, more than just the thrill of the forbidden. He saw himself at twenty-five, crying in Ilya's arms after a particularly brutal loss, feeling like he was failing at everything that mattered. He saw himself at twenty-nine, standing in front of a judge with Ilya by his side, saying vows that he meant with every fiber of his being, finally able to call this man his husband in a way that the world could see.
 
The dream showed him the fight too, the one that had nearly ended them. He saw himself screaming at Ilya in this very hotel room, saw the moment when Ilya had walked out and Shane had been sure that he would never come back. He saw the three days of silence that followed, the agony of thinking that he had destroyed the best thing that had ever happened to him. He saw Ilya showing up at his door with flowers and apologies and a promise to do better, to be better, to fight for them the way they both deserved.
 
And he saw the crash. Not the one that had put him in this coma, but another one, years in the future, a plane that Ilya was supposed to be on that had gone down in a field somewhere. He saw himself getting the news, saw the way his knees had buckled and his vision had gone black at the edges. He saw himself learning that Ilya had survived, had missed the flight by some miracle, and he saw the way that near-miss had changed them both, had made them realize that they couldn't keep living like this, couldn't keep hiding what they were to each other.
 
The dream showed him the future too, hazy and indistinct but beautiful in its possibility. He saw himself and Ilya with children, two of them, a boy and a girl with Ilya's blue eyes and Shane's dark hair. He saw them at hockey games, cheering from the stands, and he saw himself teaching them to skate on a frozen pond behind a house that he recognized as the cottage he had bought on a lake somewhere, the place where he and Ilya went to be themselves when the rest of the world became too much.
 
He saw himself growing old with this man. He saw silver in Ilya's hair and laugh lines that had deepened into permanent fixtures and the easy companionship of two people who had spent decades learning each other inside and out. He saw love that had matured from the frantic desperation of their early years into something steady and sure, something that could weather any storm.
 
And then, just as quickly as it had begun, the dream began to fray at the edges.
 
Shane felt himself being pulled backward, felt the warmth of Ilya's arms around him dissolving into something cold and clinical. He tried to hold on, tried to claw his way back to that hotel room, to that life that felt more real than anything he had ever known, but the pull was inexorable. He was being dragged toward consciousness, toward a reality that suddenly felt impossibly small and gray compared to the Technicolor brilliance of what he was leaving behind.
 
"No," he tried to say, but his mouth wouldn't work, his voice wouldn't cooperate. "No, please, not yet. Ilya..."
 
But Ilya was fading, the hotel room was fading, and Shane was falling up into the light, into the pain, into the world that he had somehow left behind.
 
***
 
The first thing Shane became aware of was the pain. It was everywhere, a dull throbbing that seemed to emanate from his skull and radiate outward through his entire body. His jaw felt like it had been hit with a sledgehammer, and there was a persistent ringing in his ears that made it difficult to focus on anything else.
 
The second thing he became aware of was the beeping. Steady, rhythmic, mechanical. Hospital equipment, he recognized dimly. He had been in hospitals before, for various injuries over the years, and he knew the sounds and smells of them intimately. The antiseptic scent that tried and failed to cover up the underlying reality of sickness and suffering. The too-bright lights that seeped through closed eyelids. The hushed voices of medical staff moving through hallways just out of sight.
 
Shane forced his eyes open, and immediately regretted it. The light was blinding, a white-hot spear that lanced through his retinas and set off a fresh explosion of pain behind his temples. He squeezed his eyes shut again and groaned, the sound coming out rough and broken.
 
"Shane? Shane, can you hear me?"
 
The voice was familiar. Shane forced himself to focus, to push past the pain and the disorientation and figure out where he was and who was talking to him. He tried opening his eyes again, more slowly this time, letting them adjust to the light in increments.
 
A face swam into focus above him. Dark hair, concerned brown eyes, the beginning of lines around the mouth that suggested someone who smiled often. It took Shane's sluggish brain a moment to place him, and when he did, the name came with a jolt of confusion that had nothing to do with his head injury.
 
"Hayden?" he croaked, his voice sounding like he had swallowed gravel.
 
Hayden Pike's face broke into a relieved smile, though the worry didn't entirely leave his eyes. "Hey, buddy. Welcome back. You had us scared there for a minute."
 
Shane tried to sit up and found that he couldn't. His body felt heavy and uncooperative, like it belonged to someone else. He settled for turning his head slightly to take in his surroundings, and confirmed what he had already suspected. He was in a hospital room, hooked up to various monitors and IV drips, his body covered by thin sheets that did nothing to ward off the chill of the air conditioning.
 
"What happened?" he asked, the words slurring slightly around the edges.
 
"You took a nasty hit in the game against Toronto," Hayden said, his expression darkening. "Blindside elbow from that defenseman, what's-his-name. You were out cold on the ice for almost two minutes. They brought you here for observation, said you had a concussion and some swelling. You've been in and out for the past day."
 
A day. Shane had been unconscious for a day. But that wasn't right, was it? Because he had memories of years, of a whole life that he had lived while his body lay here unmoving. He remembered being twenty-seven and twenty-nine and thirty-five. He remembered a wedding and children and a charity foundation and a thousand hotel rooms with a man who...
 
"Where's Ilya?" The question was out of his mouth before he could stop it, before he could think about whether it made any sense.
 
Hayden blinked, clearly caught off guard by the non-sequitur. "Ilya? You mean Rozanov? Why would he be here?"
 
Shane stared at him, the confusion deepening into something that felt like panic. "What do you mean, why would he be here? He should... we were..."
 
He trailed off, because the look on Hayden's face was telling him everything he needed to know. It was a look of confusion, of concern, of someone wondering if his teammate had sustained more brain damage than the doctors had initially thought.
 
"Shane, you and Rozanov aren't exactly friends," Hayden said carefully, like he was talking to someone who might spook easily. "You're rivals. You guys have that whole thing going on, you know? The media loves it. Draft day, the competition, all that."
 
The words hit Shane like a physical blow, worse than the elbow that had put him here. He closed his eyes again, trying to sort through the chaos of his mind, trying to separate the dream from the reality. But the dream felt so real. The memories of Ilya's hands on his skin, of whispered conversations in the dark, of a life built together in secret... they felt like memories, not like something his brain had conjured while he was unconscious.
 
But Hayden was looking at him like he had lost his mind, and Shane was suddenly terrified that maybe he had.
 
"Right," he said, forcing his voice to sound normal, to sound like the Shane Hollander that Hayden knew and not the Shane Hollander who had spent seven years in love with a man he had supposedly never even spoken to outside of press conferences. "Sorry. Must be the drugs. I'm a little confused."
 
Hayden's expression softened, though the worry remained. "It's okay, man. You took a hell of a hit. The doctor said you might be disoriented for a while. Just rest, okay? Your parents are on their way, they should be here in a few hours. The team is waiting to hear how you're doing."
 
Shane nodded, the movement sending fresh waves of pain through his skull. He kept his eyes closed, pretending to drift back to sleep, but his mind was racing, turning over the impossible situation he found himself in.
 
He remembered everything. That was the problem. He remembered the dream with perfect clarity, every moment of that alternate life etched into his brain with the fidelity of actual experience. He remembered what it felt like to love Ilya Rozanov, to be loved by him in return. He remembered the texture of Ilya's hair between his fingers and the sound of his laugh and the way he said Shane's name when they were alone. He remembered the bad times too, the fights and the fear and the crushing weight of their secret, but even those memories felt precious now because they were memories of a life that had been full and real and meaningful.
 
And now he was supposed to believe that none of it had happened? That he and Ilya were just rivals, just two players who had been pitted against each other since draft day, who had never shared anything more than a competitive animosity that was mostly manufactured for the cameras?
 
Shane thought about the way Ilya had looked at him in the dream, with that mixture of love and exasperation and fierce devotion that had sustained them through years of hiding. He thought about the way Ilya's hand had felt in his, warm and solid and real. He thought about the future they had been building together, the children they had raised, the life they had made out of nothing but sheer stubbornness and love.
 
And then he thought about the reality that was waiting for him outside this hospital room, a reality where Ilya Rozanov was a stranger, where the most intimate moment they had ever shared was a handshake at the NHL draft, where Shane's future stretched out before him as a long, lonely road of performance and perfection and pretending to be someone he wasn't.
 
The grief hit him like a tsunami, sudden and overwhelming and utterly devastating. Shane turned his face into the pillow and squeezed his eyes shut against the tears that were threatening to spill over, his chest heaving with silent sobs that he didn't want Hayden to hear.
 
He was grieving. That was the only word for it. He was grieving a marriage that had never happened, a love that had never been spoken aloud, a life that had existed only in the space between one heartbeat and the next. He was grieving the loss of something that had never been his to lose, and the unfairness of it was enough to make him want to scream.
 
How was he supposed to go back to his life now? How was he supposed to look Ilya Rozanov in the eye and pretend that he didn't know the exact shade of blue that his eyes turned when he was aroused? How was he supposed to play against him, to compete with him, to maintain the fiction of their rivalry when Shane's entire being was screaming at him to cross the distance between them and take Ilya's face in his hands and kiss him until they both forgot how to breathe?
 
The answer was that he couldn't. He couldn't go back to being the Shane Hollander who existed before the coma, the bright-eyed rookie who was so eager to please, so desperate to prove himself, so determined to be perfect. That Shane was gone now, replaced by someone who had lived a whole other life and come back with the scars to prove it.
 
Shane lay in that hospital bed and cried silently for everything he had lost, for the husband who didn't know he existed and the children who had never been born and the future that had been stolen from him before he even had a chance to build it. He cried until his throat was raw and his eyes were swollen and the pain in his chest had become a dull, constant ache that he knew would never fully go away.
 
And when the tears finally stopped, when he had nothing left inside him but a hollow emptiness that felt like it might swallow him whole, Shane made a decision.
 
He couldn't have the life he had dreamed. That much was clear. The universe didn't work that way, didn't allow for do-overs or second chances at lives that existed only in the imagination. But maybe... maybe he could build something new. Maybe he could take the blueprint that the dream had given him and use it to construct a reality that was even better than the one he had lost.
 
He knew things now that he hadn't known before. He knew that Ilya Rozanov was capable of love that was fierce and loyal and all-consuming. He knew that beneath the brash exterior and the media persona, there was a man who was funny and kind and desperately in need of someone who saw him clearly. He knew that they were compatible in ways that went beyond the physical, that they fit together like puzzle pieces, that they could build something real and lasting if only they had the chance.
 
And he knew, because the dream had shown him, exactly how to make that chance happen.
 
Shane Hollander had spent his whole life being told what he was supposed to want. Success. Fame. Championships. The approval of his parents and the adoration of the fans and the respect of his teammates. But in the space of a single day, in the liminal space between consciousness and oblivion, he had been given a glimpse of what he actually wanted, what his soul craved with a hunger that nothing else could satisfy.
 
He wanted Ilya Rozanov. Not the Ilya that the world saw, the cocky superstar with the sharp tongue and the arrogant smile, but the Ilya that existed in the quiet moments, the one who was vulnerable and scared and so full of love that it sometimes overflowed. He wanted the life they could build together, the family they could raise, the future they could share.
 
And he was going to get it. Not by waiting for it to happen, not by hoping that the universe would somehow realign itself to match his dream, but by going out and making it happen with his own two hands. He was going to find Ilya Rozanov, and he was going to make him fall in love, and he was going to do it faster and better than the timeline that the dream had shown him.
 
Because Shane had an advantage that his dream-self had never had. He knew how the story ended. He knew what worked and what didn't, knew the pitfalls to avoid and the shortcuts to take. He knew that Ilya responded to vulnerability with vulnerability, that he needed to feel needed, that he was terrified of abandonment and desperate for connection. He knew all of Ilya's buttons and all of his soft spots, and he was going to use that knowledge to build something real.
 
It wouldn't be the same as the dream. It couldn't be. But maybe... maybe it could be better. Maybe by starting from the beginning with full knowledge of where they were headed, Shane could avoid the years of secrecy and pain that had defined their relationship in the dream. Maybe he could convince Ilya to be brave with him, to take the leap together instead of tiptoeing around the edges of their feelings for half a decade.
 
Or maybe he would crash and burn spectacularly. Maybe Ilya would look at him like he was crazy, would reject him outright, would laugh in his face and tell him to get lost. Maybe the dream had been just that, a dream, and none of the connections Shane felt so sure about actually existed in the real world.
 
But Shane had to try. He had to try because the alternative was a life of quiet desperation, of always wondering what could have been, of loving a ghost instead of the man himself. He had to try because he had seen what they could be together, and he couldn't unsee it, couldn't go back to a time when he didn't know that kind of love was possible.
 
So he would try. He would find Ilya Rozanov, and he would make him see what Shane saw. He would build the life that had been stolen from him, piece by painstaking piece, until it was real enough to touch.
 
Shane Hollander closed his eyes and let exhaustion pull him back under, but this time when he dreamed, it was with purpose. This time when he dreamed, he was planning, strategizing, preparing for the moment when he would open his eyes and begin the work of winning Ilya Rozanov's heart.
 
The dream had given him a gift. It had shown him the destination. Now all he had to do was figure out how to get there.
 
And Shane had never been one to back down from a challenge.
 
***
 
When Shane woke again, it was to the sound of hushed voices arguing in the corner of the room. He kept his eyes closed for a moment, listening, trying to orient himself before he had to face the world again.
 
"...serious than they're letting on," a voice was saying. His father, Shane recognized, though he sounded more worried than Shane had ever heard him. "The doctor said there could be lingering effects. Memory issues, mood changes. He might not be the same when he wakes up."
 
"He's strong," his mother replied, her voice firm but with a tremor underneath that betrayed her fear. "Shane has always been strong. He'll recover. He has to recover. This is his rookie season, David. This is everything he's worked for."
 
"I know," his father said, and Shane could hear the exhaustion in his voice, the weight of a parent's worry for a child who had always seemed invincible. "I just... I don't want him to lose this. I don't want him to lose everything he's built."
 
Shane opened his eyes. "I'm not going to lose anything," he said, his voice clearer than it had been before, stronger. "I'm fine."
 
His parents rushed to his bedside, his mother taking his hand and his father hovering behind her with an expression that was equal parts relief and concern. They looked older than Shane remembered, or maybe that was just the effect of seeing them through the lens of his dream-memories, where he had aged years while they remained frozen in time.
 
"Shane, thank God," his mother said, her eyes filling with tears. "We were so worried. When they called... when they said you were unconscious..."
 
"I'm okay, Mom," Shane said, and he was surprised to find that it was true. Despite everything, despite the grief and the confusion and the impossible task that lay ahead of him, he felt okay. He felt more than okay. He felt like he had been given a second chance at life, like the universe had handed him a cheat sheet and told him to go play the game again.
 
"Are you sure?" his father asked, studying him with the careful scrutiny of a man who had built his career on reading people. "The doctors said you might experience some... disorientation. Memory problems."
 
Shane thought about the dream, about the years of memories that felt more real than the room he was sitting in. He thought about how to explain that he remembered a future that hadn't happened yet, a love that didn't exist, a life that was waiting to be built.
 
"I'm sure," he said instead, because there was no way to explain any of that without sounding insane. "Just a little groggy. How long do I have to stay here?"
 
"The doctor wants to keep you for observation for another day or two," his mother said. "They want to make sure there's no lasting damage from the concussion. And then you'll need to rest for a while before you can play again. The team said there's no rush, they want you to be fully healed."
 
Shane nodded, accepting this information with a patience that surprised him. In his previous life, in the life before the dream, he would have been frantic to get back on the ice, terrified of losing his spot or disappointing his coaches or falling behind in the standings. But now... now he had perspective. Now he knew that there were things more important than hockey, things that would outlast any career, any championship, any individual season.
 
He had eleven years of perspective crammed into his skull, eleven years of learning what really mattered. And what really mattered wasn't the game, as much as he loved it. What really mattered was the people you loved, the connections you built, the life you created when the cameras were off and the crowds went home.
 
"That's fine," he said, and he could see the surprise on his parents' faces at his easy acceptance. "I could use the rest. And I have some things I need to figure out."
 
His father frowned. "Things? What kind of things?"
 
Shane looked at him, at the man who had raised him to be perfect, to be successful, to be everything that the world expected him to be. He thought about the dream, about the moment when he had finally come out to his parents, when he had told them about Ilya and waited for their reaction. He remembered his mother's tears, but not the bad kind, the kind that came from relief and joy and the realization that her son had found someone who made him happy. He remembered his father's hesitation, his struggle to understand, his eventual acceptance that had grown into genuine affection for the man who became his son-in-law.
 
That hadn't happened yet. In this timeline, Shane was still closeted, still hiding, still so afraid of disappointing the people he loved that he had built a prison for himself. But he didn't have to stay in that prison. Not anymore. Not when he knew what waited on the other side of the door.
 
"Just... things," Shane said, offering a small smile that he hoped was reassuring. "Don't worry, Dad. I'm going to be okay. Better than okay, actually. I think... I think this might have been exactly what I needed."
 
His parents exchanged a look that said they were definitely worried about his mental state now, but Shane didn't care. Let them think he was brain damaged. Let them think the concussion had scrambled his circuits. They would understand eventually, when they saw what he was building, when they met the man who would become the center of his world.
 
For now, Shane had work to do. He had a plan to make, a strategy to develop, a heart to win. He had eleven years of knowledge and experience that no one else possessed, and he was going to use every bit of it to build the life that had been stolen from him.
 
He lay back against the pillows and closed his eyes, not to sleep this time, but to think. To remember. To plan.
 
The first step was clear. He needed to get out of this hospital. He needed to get back to his life, to his routine, to the carefully constructed existence that he had always known. And then... then he needed to find a way to get close to Ilya Rozanov without raising suspicion, without triggering the rivalry that the world expected from them, without scaring off the man who was destined to be his everything.
 
It wouldn't be easy. Shane knew that. The dream had shown him how stubborn Ilya could be, how guarded, how afraid of vulnerability. He had seen the walls that Ilya had built around himself, the defenses that had taken years to dismantle. But Shane also knew what lay behind those walls, knew the softness and the warmth and the capacity for love that Ilya tried so hard to hide.
 
He could work with that. He could be patient, could be strategic, could be everything he needed to be to win this game. Because that's what this was, in the end. A game. A long, complicated, high-stakes game where the prize was a lifetime of happiness and the cost of losing was a broken heart.
 
Shane had never been afraid of hard work. He had never backed down from a challenge. And he had never wanted anything as much as he wanted Ilya Rozanov.
 
So he would play the long game. He would do it better this time, faster, smarter. He would build the life that he had glimpsed in his dreams, and he would do it with open eyes and full knowledge of every pitfall along the way.
 
The coma had taken something from him, there was no denying that. It had taken the innocence of not knowing, the comfort of believing that his life was on the right track. But it had given him something too. It had given him a map, a blueprint, a vision of what could be if he was brave enough to reach for it.
 
And Shane Hollander had never been anything if not brave.
 
He opened his eyes and looked at his parents, who were still hovering nearby with expressions of concern and love. "Can you hand me my phone?" he asked. "I want to check the schedule. See when we play Boston next."
 
His father's frown deepened, but he handed over the phone without comment. Shane took it with hands that were steadier than they had any right to be, and he pulled up the NHL schedule, scrolling through the dates with a sense of anticipation that felt almost like excitement.
 
Boston. The Boston Bears. Ilya Rozanov's team.
 
They played in three weeks. Three weeks until Shane would see him again, until he would stand in the same room as the man who had been his husband in another life, who didn't know that Shane had already loved him for years.
 
Three weeks to prepare. Three weeks to plan. Three weeks to figure out how to turn a rivalry into a romance, how to make Ilya see what Shane saw when he looked at him.
 
It wasn't much time. But Shane had wasted enough time already, in the dream and in reality. He wasn't going to waste any more.
 
He set an alarm for the date of the Boston game, labeling it simply: "The Beginning."
 
And then he settled back against the pillows and began to plan the rest of his life.
 






      

  












      Chapter 2: Chapter 2: The Weight of Knowing
  








  Three weeks felt like both an eternity and no time at all.
 
Shane moved through his days with the strange sensation of being a ghost haunting his own life. He attended physical therapy sessions where therapists tested his balance and his memory, asking him to count backward from a hundred by sevens or recall three random words after five minutes of conversation. He passed these tests easily, his mind sharper than it had ever been, sharpened by the urgency of what he knew and what he planned to do.
 
The team doctor cleared him for light exercise after the first week, and full contact practice after the second. His coaches were cautiously optimistic, praising his dedication to recovery, his professionalism, his refusal to rush back before he was ready. They did not know that Shane was rushing toward something else entirely, that every day of rehabilitation brought him closer to a date that he had circled in red on the mental calendar he carried everywhere.
 
The Boston Bears. Ilya Rozanov.
 
Shane had watched tape of every game Ilya had played that season, studying him with an intensity that his teammates probably found obsessive. He told himself it was just preparation for their upcoming matchup, that he was scouting the competition, that every player studied their rivals. But the truth was more complicated. He was studying Ilya because he needed to see how much of the man he remembered was visible in the boy he was now.
 
The differences were subtle but significant. This Ilya was twenty years old, just like Shane, but he carried himself with a confidence that bordered on arrogance, the kind of swagger that came from being drafted first overall and immediately living up to the hype. He was bigger than Shane remembered, or maybe Shane was just seeing him through different eyes now, eyes that knew what that body felt like pressed against his own in the dark.
 
Shane watched him score goals with that lethal wrist shot, watched him celebrate with a grin that was all teeth and triumph, watched him give interviews where he said all the right things about teamwork and dedication while his eyes said something else entirely. He watched the way Ilya interacted with his teammates, with the media, with the fans, and he searched for the cracks in the armor, the places where the real Ilya showed through.
 
They were there, if you knew where to look. A moment of genuine warmth when a young fan asked for an autograph. A flash of vulnerability in a post-game interview when someone asked about his mother. A split second of hesitation before he put on the persona again, the mask slipping just enough to reveal the man underneath.
 
Shane saw all of it, and he catalogued it, and he planned.
 
His teammates noticed the change in him, though they could not have said exactly what was different. Hayden Pike commented on it one morning in the locker room, while they were suiting up for practice. Shane had been staring at his phone, scrolling through an article about the Bears' recent winning streak, reading between the lines of Ilya's quotes.
 
"You've been weird since the hit," Hayden said, pulling his jersey over his head. "Not bad weird, just... different. More focused, maybe. Or less. I can't tell."
 
Shane looked up, meeting his friend's eyes with a calm he did not feel. "Just thinking about the game. Boston's coming up."
 
"Yeah, I know. The big rivalry game. The media's already hyping it." Hayden sat down on the bench across from Shane, lowering his voice. "You know you don't have to buy into that whole thing, right? The Hollander versus Rozanov narrative? It's just marketing. You guys don't actually have to hate each other."
 
Shane felt a laugh bubble up in his chest, bitter and knowing. If only Hayden knew. If only any of them knew that Shane had spent seven years in love with Ilya Rozanov, that he had married him and fought with him and made a life with him in the space of a coma-induced dream. The rivalry was the furthest thing from Shane's mind. What he wanted was the opposite of hatred. What he wanted was to cross the distance between them and take Ilya's face in his hands and kiss him until they both forgot how to breathe.
 
But he couldn't say that. So he said something else instead.
 
"I don't hate him," Shane said carefully. "I don't think I ever did. It's just... complicated."
 
Hayden raised an eyebrow. "Complicated how?"
 
"Just... complicated." Shane stood up, ending the conversation, and grabbed his stick from his locker. "Come on. Practice is starting."
 
He could feel Hayden's eyes on his back as he walked away, could feel the weight of unasked questions hanging in the air between them. But he didn't turn around. He couldn't afford to get too close to anyone right now, couldn't afford to let anyone see the cracks in his facade. He was holding himself together with sheer force of will, and if he let his guard down for even a moment, he was afraid he would shatter.
 
The practices helped. When he was on the ice, his body knew what to do even if his mind was elsewhere. The rhythm of skating, the feel of the puck on his stick, the cold air burning in his lungs... these things were real and immediate and grounding. They anchored him to the present moment in a way that nothing else could.
 
But even on the ice, he found himself thinking about Ilya. He would catch himself imagining what it would be like to play with him instead of against him, to read his movements so well that they functioned as a single unit, anticipating each other's passes before they were made. He had experienced that in the dream, had spent years developing the kind of chemistry that only came from intimate knowledge of another person's instincts and tendencies.
 
Now he had to pretend he didn't have that knowledge. Now he had to play like a stranger, like someone who had never studied Ilya Rozanov's game with the eyes of a lover.
 
It was exhausting.
 
His parents called every day, their voices heavy with concern that they tried and failed to hide. His mother asked if he was eating enough, sleeping enough, taking care of himself. His father asked about his stats, his ice time, his standing with the coaches. They both asked, in different ways, if he was okay, and Shane lied to them both and said that he was.
 
He wasn't okay. He was grieving, and he was planning, and he was living in two timelines at once. Every moment of his waking life was split between the reality of his rookie season and the memory of a future that had never happened. He woke up in his condo sometimes expecting to find Ilya in the kitchen making coffee, expecting the sound of children's laughter echoing through halls that had never known them. He reached for his phone sometimes to text a number that didn't exist, to send a message to a man who was technically his enemy.
 
The disorientation was constant and crushing, and Shane learned to hide it behind a mask of focus and determination. He was Shane Hollander, the golden boy, the perfect rookie, the player who never let anything affect his game. He had a role to play, and he played it, even as his heart was breaking for a life he had never lived.
 
The night before the Boston game, Shane couldn't sleep.
 
He lay in his bed staring at the ceiling, his mind racing with possibilities and fears. Tomorrow he would see Ilya in person for the first time since the draft, and he had no idea what to expect. In the dream, their first real meeting had happened years later, in a hotel in Toronto during a commercial shoot. They had been twenty-two then, established stars with years of rivalry behind them, and the tension between them had been immediate and electric.
 
But now they were just kids, barely out of junior hockey, and the rivalry was still fresh and manufactured. They had never shared a hotel room. They had never shared anything. And Shane had to figure out how to bridge that gap without revealing too much, without scaring Ilya away before they even had a chance to begin.
 
He thought about what he would say. He had rehearsed a dozen different opening lines, ranging from casual to confrontational to something that approached genuine vulnerability. He could play the rivalry angle, lean into the media narrative that pitted them against each other. He could be cold and professional, treating Ilya like just another opponent. Or he could try something else entirely, something risky and unprecedented.
 
He could tell the truth.
 
Not the whole truth, obviously. He couldn't exactly walk up to Ilya Rozanov and say, "Hello, we get married in nine years and have two children together and I love you more than I've ever loved anyone, even though we've technically never met." That would get him institutionalized, or at the very least labeled as the crazy rookie who lost his mind after a concussion.
 
But he could tell part of the truth. He could tell Ilya that he didn't want to be enemies. He could tell him that the rivalry felt fake, that the media circus was exhausting, that he wanted something different. He could extend an olive branch and see if Ilya took it.
 
Or he could wait. He could be patient, could let things develop naturally, could trust that the connection he remembered was real and would manifest again given time. The dream had shown him that Ilya was attracted to him from the start, that there had always been something between them that went beyond competition. Maybe all he had to do was show up and let nature take its course.
 
But Shane had never been good at waiting. He was a player who created his own opportunities, who forced the action when the game wasn't going his way. And right now, the game was definitely not going his way. He was alone in a timeline where the love of his life didn't know he existed, and he couldn't stand the thought of wasting years playing a part when he could be building something real.
 
He rolled over and grabbed his phone from the nightstand, pulling up the notes app where he had been keeping a running list of things he remembered from the dream. It was a strange document, full of details that made no sense out of context. Ilya's favorite coffee order. The name of his childhood pet. The specific way he liked to be touched when they were alone. The story of his mother's death, which Ilya didn't talk about with anyone.
 
Shane had considered deleting it a dozen times, worried that someone would find it and think he was a stalker. But he couldn't bring himself to erase the only evidence he had that the dream had been real, that he hadn't just imagined the whole thing. These details were proof, however flimsy, that he had lived another life. They were the only connection he had to the future he was trying to rebuild.
 
He added a new entry to the list, something he had just remembered: Ilya's laugh when he was genuinely amused, not performing for the cameras. It was a surprised sound, almost a bark, completely at odds with his polished image. Shane loved that laugh. He wanted to hear it again.
 
Tomorrow, he promised himself. Tomorrow he would start building toward that laugh, toward that future, toward the life he knew they could have together.
 
He finally fell asleep sometime after three in the morning, and he dreamed of hotel rooms and whispered conversations and the feeling of Ilya's hand in his own.
 
***
 
The morning of the game arrived with a sense of inevitability that felt almost like fate.
 
Shane went through his pre-game routine with mechanical precision, eating the same breakfast he always ate, taping his sticks the same way he always taped them, listening to the same playlist that always got him in the right headspace. But underneath the routine, his nerves were singing with anticipation.
 
He would see Ilya today. He would be in the same building, breathing the same air, occupying the same space. The thought was intoxicating and terrifying in equal measure.
 
The team bus arrived at the arena two hours before puck drop, and Shane moved through the corridors with his teammates, nodding to staff and media but not really seeing any of them. His focus was turned inward, preparing himself for the moment when he would come face to face with the man who had been his husband in another life.
 
The Montreal dressing room was spacious and modern, all polished wood and state-of-the-art equipment, but Shane barely noticed his surroundings. He dressed in silence, pulling on his gear with the automatic movements of long practice, his mind elsewhere.
 
"You're quiet today," JJ observed from the stall next to him. Jean-Jacques Boiziau was the team's veteran defenseman, a Quebecois native who had taken Shane under his wing in the early weeks of the season. He was gruff and sarcastic and surprisingly kind, and Shane liked him more than he had expected to.
 
"Just focused," Shane replied, securing his helmet.
 
"Nervous about the rookie showdown?" JJ's tone was teasing, but there was genuine curiosity underneath. "Everyone's talking about it. Hollander versus Rozanov. The next generation of the rivalry."
 
Shane looked at him, really looked at him, and saw the expectation in his eyes. Everyone wanted this game to mean something, wanted the narrative of two young stars battling for supremacy. They wanted drama and intensity and hatred, and they didn't care if it was real as long as it looked good on television.
 
But Shane wasn't going to give them that. Not anymore. Not when he knew what else was possible.
 
"I'm not nervous," he said, and it was true. He wasn't nervous about the game. He was nervous about what came after, about the moments in the hallways and the locker rooms where he might have a chance to say something real to the one person who mattered.
 
The pre-game skate was a blur of motion and noise, the arena filling with fans wearing the red and white of the home team and the black and gold of the visitors. Shane skated warm-up laps with his teammates, occasionally glancing toward the Boston end of the ice where the Bears were going through their own routines.
 
He saw Ilya before Ilya saw him.
 
The recognition was physical, a jolt that went through Shane's entire body like electricity. There he was, skating backwards in easy loops, his stick resting on his shoulder, laughing at something one of his teammates had said. He looked exactly like Shane remembered and completely different all at once. Younger, yes, but also harder somehow, less worn down by the years of secrecy and struggle that Shane knew were coming.
 
Shane stopped skating and just watched, drinking in the sight of him. Ilya's hair was longer than it would be in the future, falling into his eyes in a way that Shane knew he found annoying. He was wearing a helmet with a half-shield, and his mouthguard was hanging from his lips as he talked, a habit that Shane remembered all too well.
 
He was beautiful. He was so beautiful that it hurt to look at him, hurt to know that Shane couldn't just skate over and kiss him the way he wanted to, couldn't pull him into his arms and hold him until the ache in his chest subsided.
 
Instead, he forced himself to move, to skate, to pretend that his world hadn't just shifted on its axis.
 
It was during the warm-up drills that Ilya finally noticed him.
 
Shane felt the moment it happened, felt the weight of Ilya's gaze landing on him like a physical touch. He looked up, meeting those blue eyes across the ice, and for a moment the noise of the arena faded away until there was nothing but the two of them and the distance between them.
 
Ilya's expression was unreadable from this far away, but Shane saw him tilt his head slightly, a gesture of acknowledgment that was almost a challenge. Shane nodded back, just barely, and then forced himself to look away, to focus on the drill, to act like his heart wasn't hammering against his ribs.
 
The game itself was secondary to everything else happening in Shane's mind.
 
He played well, because he was Shane Hollander and he always played well, but his attention was divided in ways that would have infuriated his coaches if they had known. Every time the Bears had the puck, he found himself tracking Ilya's movements, watching the way he commanded the ice, the way his teammates deferred to him even though he was a rookie like Shane.
 
Ilya was good. Better than good. He was the kind of player who could take over a game single-handedly, who could make something out of nothing with a flick of his wrists. Shane had always known this, had studied his game for years in the dream-timeline, but seeing it in person was different. Seeing it now, when they were both so young and so hungry, was electrifying.
 
They didn't line up against each other often. Ilya played center, like Shane, but they were on different lines and different special teams units. Their paths crossed occasionally during line changes or faceoffs, and each time Shane felt the awareness crackle between them like static electricity.
 
In the second period, they ended up on the ice together during a four-on-four situation, and Shane found himself covering Ilya in the defensive zone. It was the closest they had been all game, close enough that Shane could hear Ilya's breathing, could smell the sweat and the ice and the faint trace of whatever cologne he wore.
 
Ilya looked at him, really looked at him, and Shane saw something flicker in his eyes. Recognition, maybe. Curiosity. A hint of the attraction that Shane knew was there, buried under layers of rivalry and expectation.
 
"You're staring," Ilya said, his voice low and rough with an accent that Shane knew would thicken when he was tired or emotional.
 
"You're worth staring at," Shane replied before he could stop himself, the words slipping out with the ease of long familiarity.
 
Ilya's eyes widened, just slightly, and Shane saw his mask slip for a fraction of a second. Then the puck was coming toward them and the moment was broken, Ilya turning away to receive a pass and Shane scrambling to get back into position.
 
But the words hung in the air between them, and Shane knew that something had shifted. He had broken the script, had stepped outside the lines of the rivalry narrative, and Ilya had noticed.
 
The rest of the game passed in a blur. Montreal won three to two, with Shane scoring one of the goals and Ilya scoring both of Boston's. They were the two best players on the ice, just like everyone had predicted, and the media would eat it up, would spin stories about the next chapter in the great Hollander-Rozanov rivalry.
 
But Shane didn't care about any of that. He cared about what came next, about the post-game handshakes and the media availability and the possibility of a moment alone with the man he was starting to think of as his destiny.
 
The handshake line was torture.
 
Shane moved through it automatically, exchanging grips and muttered congratulations with the Boston players, his eyes fixed on the spot where Ilya was waiting. He could see him getting closer, could see the way Ilya was watching him approach, and his heart was pounding so hard he was sure everyone in the arena could hear it.
 
And then they were standing in front of each other, and Shane was looking into Ilya's eyes, and the world seemed to stop.
 
"Good game," Ilya said, his voice carefully neutral.
 
"Good game," Shane echoed, taking Ilya's hand in his own.
 
The touch was electric. Shane felt it shoot up his arm and down his spine, a jolt of recognition that had nothing to do with hockey and everything to do with the memories that were flooding through his mind. He remembered holding this hand in the dark, remembered tracing the calluses with his thumb, remembered the way Ilya's fingers had felt interlaced with his own.
 
He held on for a second too long, and he saw Ilya notice, saw the flicker of confusion in those blue eyes.
 
"You played well," Shane said, forcing himself to release Ilya's hand. "You're even better than I expected."
 
Ilya's expression shifted, becoming something more guarded. "I've been watching you too, Hollander. You're not bad for a second-round pick."
 
It was a joke, or an attempt at one, referencing the fact that Ilya had gone first overall while Shane had fallen to the middle of the first round. In the dream, this kind of banter had been their language, the way they communicated affection through competition. But now, in this timeline, it felt hollow, and Shane didn't want to play along.
 
"I don't care about the draft," he said quietly, holding Ilya's gaze. "And I don't care about the rivalry. It's fake, you know. All of it. We're just two guys who play hockey."
 
Ilya stared at him, and Shane saw the walls go up in real time, saw the way Ilya's expression shuttered itself against any hint of vulnerability.
 
"Is that so?" Ilya's voice was cool now, distant. "That's not what the media says. That's not what everyone expects."
 
"Since when do you care what everyone expects?" Shane asked, and he saw something spark in Ilya's eyes, something that looked almost like surprise.
 
They were holding up the line. Shane could feel the eyes of the other players on them, could sense the curiosity and the confusion. He needed to move, needed to let go of this moment before it became something that people would talk about, before it became a story.
 
But he couldn't help himself. He leaned in slightly, dropping his voice so that only Ilya could hear.
 
"Meet me after," he said. "There's a service corridor behind the visitor's locker room. Ten minutes."
 
Ilya's eyes widened, and Shane saw a dozen different emotions flash across his face in quick succession. Confusion. Suspicion. Curiosity. And underneath it all, something that looked almost like hope.
 
"You're crazy," Ilya said, but he didn't say no.
 
"Ten minutes," Shane repeated, and then he was moving past, continuing down the line, his heart racing and his hands shaking.
 
He had done it. He had made the first move, had stepped off the cliff and into the unknown. Now all he could do was wait and see if Ilya would join him.
 
***
 
The ten minutes that followed were the longest of Shane's life.
 
He went through the motions of the post-game routine, showering and dressing and answering reporters' questions with rote responses that he barely heard himself giving. His mind was elsewhere, focused on the service corridor and the possibility that was waiting there.
 
What if Ilya didn't come? What if he had been too forward, too strange, too unlike the Shane Hollander that Ilya expected? What if he had scared him off before they even had a chance to begin?
 
The doubts were crippling, but underneath them ran a current of certainty that refused to be extinguished. He knew Ilya. He knew him in ways that went beyond this moment, beyond this timeline. He knew that Ilya was curious, that he was drawn to mystery, that he was tired of the masks he had to wear and hungry for something real.
 
He would come. Shane was sure of it.
 
He made his excuses to his teammates, claiming he needed to make a phone call, and slipped out of the locker room into the maze of corridors that ran beneath the arena. He found the service hallway easily, his memory guiding him even though he had never been here before in this timeline. The dream had given him that too, a sense of the geography of hockey arenas, the hidden spaces where secrets could be kept.
 
The corridor was dimly lit and empty, the sounds of the arena muffled by concrete walls. Shane leaned against the wall and waited, his hands shoved into his pockets to keep them from shaking, his heart hammering a rhythm against his ribs that sounded like Ilya's name.
 
Five minutes passed. Then seven. Then nine.
 
Shane felt the hope beginning to curdle into despair, felt the weight of his own foolishness pressing down on him. Of course Ilya hadn't come. Why would he? They were rivals, enemies, two players who had been cast in opposing roles by a narrative that neither of them had chosen. The things Shane had said, the things he had implied... they were too much, too soon, too strange.
 
He was about to leave, about to admit defeat and go back to his life of pretending, when he heard footsteps echoing down the corridor.
 
He turned, and there was Ilya, still in his suit from the game, his hair damp from the shower and his expression wary but present.
 
"You came," Shane said, and he couldn't keep the relief out of his voice.
 
"I shouldn't have," Ilya replied, stopping a few feet away, keeping his distance. "This is insane. We don't know each other. We shouldn't be meeting in empty hallways like... like..."
 
"Like people who want to know each other?" Shane suggested.
 
Ilya's jaw tightened. "What do you want, Hollander? Why did you ask me here?"
 
Shane looked at him, really looked at him, and felt the weight of all his memories pressing against his chest. He wanted to tell him everything. Wanted to say that he loved him, that he had loved him for years, that they had built a life together in the space of a dream and Shane was desperate to build it again.
 
But he couldn't say that. Not yet. Not when Ilya was looking at him like he might be dangerous, might be crazy, might be something worse than either of those things.
 
"I want to know you," Shane said finally, choosing his words with care. "The real you. Not the guy from the interviews, not the rival they want us to be. Just... you."
 
Ilya stared at him, and Shane saw the war being waged behind his eyes, saw the part of him that wanted to run fighting with the part that wanted to stay.
 
"Why?" Ilya asked, and his voice was softer now, less guarded. "Why do you care?"
 
Because you're my husband, Shane thought. Because I've held you while you cried and fought with you until three in the morning and made love to you in a hundred different hotel rooms. Because you're the best thing that ever happened to me and I'm terrified of losing you again.
 
"Because I think you're lonely," Shane said instead, and he saw Ilya flinch, saw the arrow find its mark. "And I think I'm lonely too. And I think maybe we don't have to be."
 
The silence stretched between them, heavy with possibility and fear. Shane held his breath, waiting for Ilya to decide, to choose between the safety of the script they had been given and the danger of something real.
 
"You're strange, Hollander," Ilya said finally, but there was no heat in it, no accusation. "Ever since the draft, everyone's been telling me how much I'm supposed to hate you. How we're supposed to be enemies. And then you go and say things like that, and I don't know what to think."
 
"Don't think," Shane suggested. "Just... be here. With me. For a few minutes."
 
Ilya hesitated, then took a step closer. Then another. Until they were standing close enough that Shane could see the flecks of gold in Ilya's blue eyes, could smell the clean scent of his soap.
 
"You're going to get us in trouble," Ilya said, but he didn't step back.
 
"Probably," Shane agreed. "But isn't it worth it?"
 
Ilya looked at him for a long moment, searching his face for something that Shane wasn't sure he would find. Then, slowly, almost against his will, he smiled. It was a small smile, tentative and uncertain, but it was real.
 
"You're crazy," he said again, but this time it sounded almost fond.
 
"Probably," Shane said again, and he let himself smile back, let himself have this moment of connection in the dim light of a service corridor, let himself believe that it was the beginning of something.
 
They stood there for a while, not talking, just breathing the same air and occupying the same space. Shane memorized the moment, storing it away like a treasure, knowing that it was the first page of a story that would take years to tell.
 
"I should go," Ilya said eventually, reluctance heavy in his voice. "My team will be looking for me."
 
"Will I see you again?" Shane asked, and he hated how vulnerable he sounded, how desperate.
 
Ilya looked at him, and Shane saw the decision being made, saw the walls coming down just enough to let him in.
 
"We play each other three more times this season," Ilya said. "And there's the All-Star weekend. And the awards. We'll see each other."
 
"That's not what I meant," Shane said.
 
Ilya held his gaze for a long moment, then reached out and touched Shane's arm, just briefly, just a brush of fingers against fabric. But the touch burned like a brand, and Shane felt it all the way to his bones.
 
"I know," Ilya said softly. "I'll think about it, Hollander. That's all I can promise."
 
"That's enough," Shane said, and meant it.
 
Ilya turned to go, then paused and looked back over his shoulder. "You're not what I expected," he said. "I don't know if that's good or bad yet."
 
"Time will tell," Shane replied.
 
"Time," Ilya agreed, and then he was gone, disappearing down the corridor with quick footsteps that echoed off the concrete walls.
 
Shane stayed where he was for a long time, leaning against the wall with his heart still racing and his mind reeling. He had done it. He had made contact, had established a connection, had planted the seed of something that could grow into everything.
 
It wasn't much. It wasn't the life he remembered, wasn't the marriage and the children and the years of shared history. But it was a beginning. And Shane had always been good at taking a beginning and turning it into something more.
 
He pushed off the wall and started walking back toward the locker room, back toward his life, back toward the long game he was playing. It would take time, and patience, and careful strategy. He would have to be smart, would have to be careful, would have to hide how much he already knew and how much he already felt.
 
But he could do it. He had done it before, in another life, and he could do it again. Only this time he would do it better, faster, with open eyes and full knowledge of where they were headed.
 
He thought about Ilya's smile, about the touch of his hand, about the possibility that had bloomed between them in the dim light of the corridor. He thought about the future he was building, piece by piece, memory by memory.
 
And for the first time since he had woken up in that hospital bed, Shane Hollander felt something that felt like hope.






      

  












      Chapter 3: Chapter 3: The Architecture of Longing
  








  The hallway stretched before Shane like a tunnel he couldn't escape, each step carrying him further from the one place he wanted to be. He walked with his head down, his hands shoved deep into his pockets, his phone clutched in his right fist like a talisman that had lost its power. The carpet under his feet was industrial and gray, the lighting overhead too bright and too harsh, and everything about this moment felt wrong, felt like a mistake, felt like he had left something essential behind in room 408 and was now wandering the world incomplete.

He made it to his own room without encountering anyone, which was fortunate because he wasn't sure he could have managed a conversation, wasn't sure he could have arranged his face into the expression of Shane Hollander, professional hockey player, perfect rookie, rising star. He wasn't sure who he was right now, only who he wasn't, and the gap between those two people felt like a chasm he might never bridge.

The room was identical to Ilya's in every way except the view. Same generic furniture, same stiff sheets, same mini-bar stocked with overpriced snacks and bottles of water that cost six dollars. But where Ilya's room had been chaos, clothes strewn across every surface and equipment bags spilling their contents onto the floor, Shane's was neat to the point of sterility. His clothes were folded in the drawers or hung in the closet. His sticks were lined up against the wall in precise order. His toiletries were arranged in the bathroom by size and function. It looked like no one lived here, like this was a stage set waiting for an actor who had forgotten his lines.

Shane sat on the edge of the bed and stared at his phone, waiting for it to light up with a message that he knew wouldn't come. Ilya had said goodbye in the hallway, had made it clear that this was the end of their meeting, the end of whatever had almost happened between them. The kiss that hadn't happened hung in the air like a ghost, a possibility that had been visible for one breathless moment before Ilya had stepped back and shut it down.

He had been right to do it. Shane knew that, intellectually. They were in a hotel in Boston, surrounded by teammates and media and the constant risk of discovery. One wrong move, one person seeing them together in that room, and everything would be over before it began. The caution was necessary. The distance was smart. But knowing something was right didn't make it hurt any less, and Shane felt the loss of that potential moment like a physical ache in his chest.

He lay back on the bed and stared at the ceiling, his mind racing with everything he should have said, everything he could have done differently. He should have moved slower. Should have respected Ilya's boundaries more clearly. Shouldn't have pushed for the meeting in the first place, shouldn't have sent that text asking to come over, shouldn't have put them in a position where temptation and risk were so closely intertwined.

But he had wanted so badly to see him, to confirm that the person he had been texting with was real, that the connection he felt wasn't just a projection of his own desperate need. And he had seen him, had stood close enough to smell his cologne and hear his breathing, had watched the war being waged behind his eyes between desire and fear. That had to be enough for now. That had to carry him through the weeks ahead until they could find another way, another time, another space where the world wasn't pressing in on them so closely.

His phone buzzed against his palm, and his heart lurched with hope that died the moment he saw the screen. It was his mother, asking if he had arrived safely, if he was eating properly, if he was taking care of himself. The usual litany of maternal concern that he had been deflecting since he was fifteen years old and first left home to play junior hockey.

He typed back a response that was all lies and reassurance, telling her he was fine, the flight was good, the hotel was nice, he would call her tomorrow. He didn't tell her that he was lying awake in a dark room thinking about a man she had never met and would never approve of. He didn't tell her that he was grieving a future that had never happened and trying to build a present that felt increasingly impossible.

He set the phone on the nightstand and forced himself to close his eyes, to try to sleep, to prepare for the game tomorrow that suddenly felt meaningless. Sleep came eventually, fitful and fragmented, filled with dreams of hotel hallways that stretched on forever and doors that opened onto empty rooms.

***

The game was everything the media had hoped for and nothing that Shane wanted.

He played well because he was Shane Hollander and he always played well, even when his heart wasn't in it, even when his mind was elsewhere. He scored once in the second period, a wrist shot from the slot that beat the Boston goaltender high on the glove side, and he celebrated with the mechanical enthusiasm of someone performing a role he had rehearsed too many times. His teammates mobbed him, slapping his helmet and shouting praise that he barely heard, and when he looked across the ice toward the Boston bench, he saw Ilya watching him with an expression that was completely unreadable from this distance.

They didn't line up against each other often. Ilya was on the top line, Shane on the second, and their paths crossed only during line changes and special teams situations. But every time they were on the ice together, Shane felt it, felt the awareness like a physical force pulling his attention toward the big Russian center who was dominating the game with an ease that made Shane's own efforts feel clumsy and inadequate.

Ilya scored twice. The first was a power play goal, a one-timer from the left circle that hit the back of the net before the goalie could even react. The second was a thing of beauty, a rush up the ice that involved three dekes and a backhand finish that had the Boston crowd roaring with approval. Shane watched from the bench, unable to look away, memorizing the way Ilya's body moved, the fluidity of his skating, the power in his shot. He had watched this man play a thousand times in his dream, had studied his game with the eyes of a lover and a rival and a teammate, but seeing it now, in this timeline, was different. Now he was watching someone who didn't know him, someone who had pushed him away just hours ago, someone who was performing for the world while Shane sat on the sidelines aching with want.

Boston won, four to three, and Shane didn't care about the loss, didn't care about the standings or the stats or the narrative that would emerge about the rookie showdown. All he cared about was the handshake line, the moment when he would be close enough to touch, close enough to speak, close enough to maybe find some indication that the connection he felt wasn't entirely one-sided.

He moved through the line mechanically, exchanging grips and muttered congratulations with Boston players, his eyes fixed on the spot where Ilya was waiting. He could see him getting closer, could see the way Ilya's jaw was set, the way he was looking everywhere but at the approaching line of Montreal players. He looked tired, Shane thought, really looked at him for the first time since the hallway. There were shadows under his eyes that hadn't been there yesterday, and his movements had a stiffness that suggested he was carrying tension in every muscle.

And then they were standing in front of each other, and Shane was looking into Ilya's eyes, and the world seemed to narrow down to just this moment, just this space, just the two of them and the distance between them that felt both infinite and negligible.

"Good game," Shane said, the words automatic, meaningless.

"Good game," Ilya replied, his accent thick, his voice rougher than Shane remembered from their texts. He took Shane's hand in his own, and the touch was brief and impersonal, the standard grip of two professionals who happened to play the same sport.

But then, just as Ilya was pulling away, just as the moment was ending, his thumb brushed against Shane's palm. It was the slightest movement, barely more than a twitch, but it sent electricity up Shane's arm and down his spine, a jolt of contact that felt deliberate and meaningful and full of promise.

Ilya's eyes met his for one fraction of a second, and in that brief connection, Shane saw everything that hadn't been visible from across the ice. The want. The fear. The confusion. The hope. All of it there and gone like a flash of lightning, and then Ilya was moving past him, continuing down the line, his face once again a mask of professional indifference.

Shane stood frozen for a moment, his hand still extended, his heart hammering against his ribs. That touch. That look. They meant something. They had to mean something. Ilya wasn't as closed off as he pretended to be, wasn't as determined to keep his distance as his words in the hallway had suggested. There was something here, something real and fragile and worth fighting for, and Shane was more determined than ever to find out what it was.

He finished the handshake line on autopilot, barely registering the faces of the other Boston players, barely hearing the sounds of the arena around him. His mind was elsewhere, turning over that moment of contact, analyzing it from every angle, searching for meaning in the smallest gesture.

In the locker room, he showered quickly, ignoring his teammates' grumbling about the loss, and dressed in silence. Hayden tried to engage him in conversation about the game, about Ilya's two goals, about the rivalry narrative that the media would be pushing tomorrow, but Shane deflected with monosyllables and vague agreement, too distracted to maintain the pretense of interest.

"You okay, man?" Hayden asked finally, his concern evident. "You seem out of it."

"Just tired," Shane said, which wasn't entirely a lie. He was tired. Tired of wanting something he couldn't have. Tired of performing for an audience that would never understand. Tired of being two people at once and feeling like neither of them was real.

He packed his bag and followed his teammates onto the bus, taking a window seat and staring out at the Boston streets passing by in the darkness. His phone was in his pocket, heavy with potential, and he waited until the bus was moving, until he was reasonably sure no one was watching, before pulling it out and checking for messages.

Nothing.

He shouldn't have expected anything. Shouldn't have hoped that Ilya would reach out, that the touch in the handshake line meant they were resuming their tentative connection. But the disappointment still landed like a stone in his stomach, heavy and cold.

He typed out a message, deleted it, typed it again, deleted it again. Finally, he settled on something simple and neutral.

Good game. You played well.

He stared at the screen for a long moment, his thumb hovering over the send button, second-guessing himself. Was this too much? Too forward? Would Ilya see this as a violation of the boundaries he had tried to establish in the hallway, an unwelcome intrusion into the space he had tried to create between them?

But that touch. That look. They had to mean something. And Shane couldn't let this go, couldn't let them end here, not when they had barely begun.

He sent the message and immediately wished he could take it back. The bus hit a pothole and his phone slipped from his fingers, landing on the floor with a sound that seemed impossibly loud in the quiet of the vehicle. He scrambled to pick it up, his face hot with embarrassment, and shoved it back into his pocket without looking at the screen. He couldn't bear to see if Ilya had read it, couldn't bear to see if he was being ignored again.

The flight back to Montreal was delayed by weather, and they didn't land until three in the morning. Shane stumbled off the plane with his teammates, bleary-eyed and aching, and drove himself home from the airport despite the exhaustion that was making his vision blur at the edges. He couldn't face the idea of being around people anymore, couldn't maintain the performance for one more minute. He needed to be alone, needed to process everything that had happened, needed to figure out what came next.

His condo was cold and empty, the silence pressing in on him from all sides. He dropped his bag in the entryway and walked straight to his bedroom, not bothering to turn on lights or check his phone or do any of the things he should have done. He stripped off his clothes and fell into bed, pulling the covers over his head like a child hiding from monsters, and lay there in the darkness with his heart pounding and his mind racing.

The phone buzzed.

He ignored it. He couldn't handle another message from his mother, another request for an interview, another reminder of the life he was supposed to be living. He just wanted to sleep, wanted to escape into unconsciousness where the wanting couldn't reach him.

It buzzed again. And again.

Finally, with a curse, he reached out and grabbed it from the nightstand, squinting at the bright screen in the darkness of his room.

The messages were from Ilya.

You shouldn't text me.

But I am glad you did.

I don't know what I'm doing, Shane. I don't know what this is.

But I can't stop thinking about you. Is problem. Big problem.

Shane read the messages three times, his exhaustion forgotten, his heart climbing out of the pit where he had buried it. He typed a response with fingers that trembled slightly, trying to find words that wouldn't scare Ilya away, that would keep this fragile connection alive without demanding too much too soon.

I think about you too. All the time. Is that okay?

The response came faster than he expected. I don't know if is okay. I don't know anything anymore. Before you, everything was simple. Hard, but simple. Now...

Now what? Shane asked.

Now I want things I shouldn't want. Now I wake up thinking about you. Now I play against you and I can't focus because I keep looking for you on the ice. This is dangerous, Shane. For both of us.

I know, Shane typed. But I can't stop either. I've tried. I can't.

You should try harder, Ilya replied. You should find someone else. Someone who can give you what you need. I am... I am broken, I think. Too damaged for this.

You're not broken, Shane wrote, the words coming from a place deeper than conscious thought, from the part of him that remembered years of loving this man, that knew his damage and his strength and his infinite capacity for love. You're just scared. So am I. But we could be scared together. That has to be better than being scared alone.

The pause was so long that Shane thought he had lost him again, that he had pushed too hard, said too much, revealed too much of the intensity that he felt. He was considering sending a follow-up, something to soften the edges of his confession, when the reply finally came.

Maybe. Maybe together is better. But Shane... we have to be careful. So careful. If anyone finds out...

I know, Shane promised. I'll be careful. We both will. No one has to know. Not yet. Not until we're ready.

Not ever, maybe, Ilya corrected. Maybe this is only ever for us. Secret. Hidden. Is that enough for you?

Shane thought about the dream, about the years of hiding, the constant fear of discovery, the weight of a secret that had nearly crushed them both. He thought about how hard it had been, how exhausting, how much damage it had done to both of them to live in the shadows for so long.

But he also thought about Ilya, about the way he had looked in that hallway, about the touch of his thumb in the handshake line, about the possibility of something real and meaningful even if it had to be hidden. He thought about the alternative, about a life without Ilya in it, and the choice was clear.

It's enough, he typed. Whatever you're willing to give, it's enough. I'm just glad you're here. I'm glad you texted back.

I almost didn't, Ilya admitted. I told myself to delete your number, to forget about you, to focus on hockey and nothing else. But then I saw your message, and I couldn't... I couldn't not reply. You make me weak, Shane Hollander. This is not good thing.

It's not weakness, Shane argued. It's just... being human. Wanting connection. There's nothing wrong with that.

In my world, there is, Ilya replied. In hockey, there is. You know this. I know you know.

I know, Shane agreed. But maybe we can change it. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but someday. We can make a world where it's okay.

You are dreamer, Ilya wrote, and there was something almost fond in the words, something that sounded like affection wrapped in resignation. I like this about you. Even if it is dangerous to like.

I'm not a dreamer, Shane typed. I'm just... hopeful. Because of you. You make me hopeful.

Don't say things like that, Ilya replied. Is too much. Too soon. We are just... we are just two people who text. Nothing more.

We could be more, Shane wrote, then immediately deleted it. He couldn't push, couldn't demand, couldn't reveal the depth of his feelings when Ilya was still so skittish, so afraid. Instead, he wrote: We could be friends. Real friends. If you want.

Friends, Ilya repeated. Da. We can try friends. But Shane... even friends must be secret. You understand? No one can know. Not your teammates. Not mine. No one.

I understand, Shane promised. Secret friends. I can do that.

Okay, Ilya wrote. Okay. Friends. But I have to go now. Early practice. I will... I will text you. Soon. If you want.

I want, Shane replied immediately. Whenever you're ready. I'll be here.

Goodnight, golubchik, Ilya wrote, and then he was gone.

Shane stared at the word until his screen went dark, his heart full and aching and hopeful all at once. Golubchik. Darling. Sweetheart. A word that Ilya had tried to deny, had tried to claim meant nothing, but that he kept using anyway, kept offering like a gift that he pretended was casual.

It wasn't casual. None of this was casual. They were building something here, something real and fragile and terrifying, and Shane was determined to protect it even if it meant keeping it hidden from everyone else in his life.

He set his phone on the nightstand and closed his eyes, and this time sleep came easier, carrying him down into dreams that were softer than they had been, filled not with hallways that stretched on forever but with the possibility of connection, of understanding, of love that might eventually become real.

***

The weeks that followed were a study in compartmentalization and restraint, in living two lives simultaneously and never letting the boundaries blur.

In his public life, Shane was the model rookie, the golden boy, the future of the franchise. He arrived early to practice and stayed late, working on his faceoffs and his defensive game with a dedication that impressed his coaches and exhausted his body. He gave interviews where he said all the right things about teamwork and dedication and the honor of wearing the Montreal sweater. He smiled for cameras and signed autographs for fans and maintained the careful persona that had been constructed for him since he was sixteen years old and first identified as a prospect.

In his private life, he was someone else entirely. Someone who checked his phone obsessively, who smiled at messages that no one else could see, who lay awake at night thinking about a man he wasn't supposed to know. Someone who was falling, had already fallen, into a secret that felt more real than anything in his public life.

He and Ilya developed a routine over those weeks, a careful choreography of communication that balanced connection with caution. They texted mostly at night, when Ilya was back in his apartment in Boston and Shane was alone in his condo in Montreal, the distance between them feeling both infinite and irrelevant. They talked about hockey because it was safe, analyzing games and players and strategies with the detached professionalism of colleagues who respected each other's intelligence.

But they also talked about other things, slowly, carefully, feeling their way toward intimacy one revelation at a time. Ilya told him about his childhood in Moscow, about the apartment he had shared with his mother and brother, about the father who was distant and demanding and impossible to please. He talked about learning to skate on frozen ponds in the Russian winter, about the scouts who had discovered him at fourteen, about the pressure of being told he was special, destined for greatness, responsible for the hopes of an entire nation.

Shane told him about his own childhood, about the years of being the only Asian kid on every team he played for, about the expectations that had been placed on him from the moment he first showed promise with a hockey stick. He talked about his parents, about their love that felt conditional on his success, about the fear of disappointing them that had driven him for as long as he could remember. He talked about the loneliness that had nothing to do with being alone and everything to do with being unseen, truly seen, by anyone who mattered.

They didn't talk about the things that mattered most. They didn't talk about the attraction that Shane knew was there, humming beneath the surface of every interaction. They didn't talk about the future or what this was or where it could possibly lead. They talked around the edges of their lives, circling the truth like wary animals, establishing trust in small increments, building a foundation that could eventually support something larger.

But even this careful connection was fragile, subject to the whims of Ilya's fear and the demands of their respective careers. There were days when Ilya disappeared completely, when Shane's messages went unanswered for twenty-four hours, then forty-eight, then seventy-two. There were days when Ilya came back with apologies that sounded genuine but revealed nothing, claiming he had been busy with team obligations, with media appearances, with the overwhelming demands of being Ilya Rozanov.

Shane told himself this was normal. Told himself that trust took time to build, that Ilya had every reason to be cautious, that they were both feeling their way through territory that was mined with potential disasters. But the silence was its own kind of torture, a reminder that this connection was tenuous, that Ilya could decide at any moment that it wasn't worth the risk, that Shane could wake up one morning to find that the only person who knew the real him had decided to disappear.

His teammates noticed the change in him, though they couldn't have said exactly what was different. Hayden Pike commented on his focus, his distance, the way he seemed to be somewhere else even when he was in the room. They were sitting in the locker room after practice one morning, Shane methodically taping his sticks while Hayden watched him with concerned eyes.

"You've been different since the hit," Hayden said finally, the observation that Shane had been dreading. "Not bad different, just... I don't know. More serious, maybe. Or less. I can't tell."

Shane looked up, meeting his friend's eyes with a calm he didn't feel. "Just focused on the season. Trying to prove I belong here."

"You do belong here," Hayden said firmly. "Everyone can see that. You're one of the best rookies in the league. You don't have to try so hard."

"I like trying hard," Shane said, which was true even if it wasn't the whole truth. He liked having something to focus on, liked the way hockey demanded his full attention, liked the temporary relief of not thinking about Ilya for the two hours he was on the ice.

"Yeah, I know," Hayden said, and there was something in his voice, some note of understanding or suspicion, that made Shane's stomach tighten. "Just... don't forget to live a little, okay? You're twenty years old. You should be having fun, not just grinding."

Shane nodded, accepting the advice with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. He couldn't tell Hayden that he was having more fun than he ever had, that the secret conversations with Ilya were the highlight of his days, that he felt more alive texting with a man he wasn't supposed to know than he did playing in front of twenty thousand screaming fans. He couldn't tell anyone that, not without risking everything.

JJ Boiziau watched him too, but with a different kind of awareness. The veteran defenseman had seen more than most, had been around long enough to recognize the signs of someone living a double life. He didn't say anything, didn't ask questions, but Shane sometimes caught him looking, cataloging the way Shane checked his phone, the way his expression changed when a message came through, the way he seemed to exist in two places at once.

"You're going to burn out," JJ said one morning, catching Shane in the hallway before practice. "I see it. The way you push yourself. The way you never relax. Is not sustainable, Shane. Not for anyone."

"I'm fine," Shane said automatically.

"Sure," JJ agreed, though his expression said he didn't believe a word of it. "Just remember... whatever it is that's eating you up, whatever secret you're carrying... it won't last forever. Nothing does. You have to decide if it's worth the cost."

Shane stared at him, his heart hammering, wondering if JJ knew, if he had somehow figured it out, if the secret was already out despite all their precautions. But JJ just clapped him on the shoulder and walked away, leaving Shane standing in the hallway with his pulse racing and his mind racing faster.

He pulled out his phone and sent a message to Ilya without thinking, the words spilling out before he could stop them.

I miss you. Is that okay to say?

The response took an hour. I don't know if is okay. But I miss you too. Is strange, I think. To miss someone you barely know.

We know each other, Shane typed back. We know the important things.

Do we? Ilya replied. I don't even know your favorite color. Your favorite food. Things that friends should know.

Blue, Shane wrote. And sushi. But not the fancy kind. The cheap kind, from grocery stores, that probably isn't even real sushi.

Blue is boring color, Ilya replied. But I also like sushi. There is good place in Boston. Maybe someday... He stopped typing, the message unfinished, and Shane waited with his heart in his throat for the completion that didn't come.

Maybe someday what? he prompted.

Nothing. Is stupid. We can't meet, Shane. You know this. Too risky.

I know, Shane agreed, the disappointment settling over him like a familiar weight. But I want to. I want to see you again. Not just text. Real life.

I want too, Ilya admitted. This is problem. Wanting things we can't have.

Then we'll want them together, Shane suggested. Until we can figure out how to make them real.

You are patient man, Ilya wrote. More patient than me.

I'm not patient at all, Shane confessed. I'm desperate. But I'm trying to be good. Trying to give you space. Trying not to scare you away.

You don't scare me, Ilya replied. Not you. The situation scares me. What could happen. What we could lose.

I know, Shane said. I'm scared too. But I'm more scared of not trying. Of never knowing what we could have been.

The pause was so long that Shane thought he had said too much, revealed too much, pushed too hard. But when the response finally came, it was worth the wait.

You make me brave, golubchik. I don't know how. But you do. Is terrifying, to be brave. But also... also feels good. Like maybe I could be someone different than I thought. Someone better.

You are already good, Shane typed, his eyes burning with the effort of not crying, of not letting the emotion overwhelm him. You are already everything.

Don't say things like that, Ilya warned. Is too much. Makes me want things I shouldn't want.

What things? Shane asked, though he knew, he knew, he had always known.

Everything, Ilya replied. You. All of it. The things that are impossible.

They might not be impossible, Shane wrote. Not forever. Just for now.

For now, Ilya repeated. Da. We can do for now. But Shane... don't wait for me. Don't put your life on hold. If you find someone else, someone easier...

There is no one else, Shane typed, the words coming out before he could stop them, too honest, too revealing, too much for this moment and this timeline. There's just you.

You don't know what you're saying, Ilya replied. You don't know me. Not really.

I know enough, Shane said. And I want to know more. But only if you want it too. Only if you're willing to try.

I'm trying, Ilya wrote. I'm trying. That is all I can promise. That I will try.

It was enough. For now, it was enough.

The season continued around them, games and practices and road trips blurring together into a routine that felt both comforting and suffocating. Shane played well, his stats climbing, his reputation growing, the media narrative around him shifting from promising rookie to legitimate star. He gave interviews where he talked about his love for the game, his gratitude for his teammates, his respect for his opponents. He never mentioned Ilya by name, never gave any indication that the person he respected most was someone he wasn't supposed to know.

But he watched Ilya's games when he could, studying his play with an intensity that bordered on obsession. He watched the way Ilya dominated on the ice, the way he commanded the respect of his teammates, the way he was becoming the player everyone had predicted he would be. And he watched for the cracks in the facade, the moments when Ilya's mask slipped and the lonely, scared kid underneath showed through. Those moments were rare, but they were there if you knew where to look. A hesitation before answering a question about his personal life. A shadow crossing his face when someone mentioned family. The way he sometimes looked into the crowd after scoring a goal, searching for something he couldn't find.

Shane wanted to be what he was searching for. Wanted to be the person waiting in the stands, the one who celebrated his successes and comforted him after his failures, the one who knew him truly and completely. But he couldn't be that person, not yet, maybe not ever. All he could be was a name on a phone screen, a voice in the darkness, a secret that Ilya carried with him like a stone in his pocket.

They talked about meeting again. Talked about it constantly, circling the possibility like moths around a flame, drawn to the heat even knowing it could burn them. The All-Star break was coming up, a weekend in late January when the league's best players would gather in San Jose for a series of exhibitions and events. Both Shane and Ilya had been selected, Shane as a rookie representative, Ilya as a starter, and the proximity was tantalizing.

We will be in same city, Ilya pointed out one night, his excitement evident even through text. Same hotel, maybe. Is dangerous, but also... also maybe we can see each other. Just for minute. Just to... to confirm you are real. Not just in my phone.

I'm real, Shane promised. And I want to see you too. But Ilya... we have to be careful. More careful than last time. We can't risk...

I know, Ilya interrupted. I know the risks. But I want anyway. Is stupid, I know. But I want.

They made a plan, tentative and paranoid, full of contingencies and escape routes. They would meet in the service corridor of the hotel, late at night, when the other players were sleeping or out at the league-mandated events. They would keep it brief, just a few minutes, just enough to see each other, to confirm that this was real, to sustain them through the long weeks until their teams played each other again.

Shane counted down the days with an anticipation that felt like sickness, like fever, like the moment before a game when his stomach was in knots and his heart was in his throat. He prepared for the All-Star weekend like he was preparing for the most important game of his life, and in a way, he was. This was the game of their future, of whether they could find a way to be together without destroying everything they had worked for.

But two days before they were scheduled to leave for San Jose, Ilya's messages stopped.

Shane told himself it was nothing. Told himself that Ilya was busy with team obligations, with media appearances, with the overwhelming demands of being one of the faces of the league. He told himself that Ilya would reach out when he could, that the silence didn't mean anything, that they were still okay.

But the hours stretched into days, and the days stretched into a week, and Shane's certainty crumbled into dust. He sent messages that went unanswered. He called the number that Ilya had given him and got voicemail every time. He checked the news obsessively, terrified that something had happened, that Ilya was hurt or sick or in trouble.

There was nothing. No news, no explanation, no indication of what had gone wrong. Just silence, vast and crushing and absolute.

Shane played in the All-Star weekend on autopilot, going through the motions of the skills competition and the exhibition game with a smile plastered on his face that felt like it might crack at any moment. He looked for Ilya in the hotel, in the arena, at the league events, but never saw him, never caught even a glimpse of the person he had been planning to meet in secret.

He found out later, through a news report he almost missed, that Ilya had pulled out of the All-Star weekend at the last minute, citing a family emergency. He had flown back to Moscow without explanation, without warning, and no one knew when he would return.

Shane stared at the article on his phone, reading it three times to make sure he wasn't imagining it, that this was real, that Ilya had actually left the country without telling him. The betrayal felt like a physical blow, worse than any hit he had taken on the ice. They had been planning to meet. They had been counting down the days. And Ilya had just... left. Without a word. Without a goodbye.

He told himself there must be an explanation. Told himself that family emergencies were real and serious and took precedence over everything else. Told himself that Ilya would reach out when he could, that the silence wasn't intentional, that he hadn't been abandoned.

But the days passed, and the silence continued, and Shane was left alone with his grief and his memories and the crushing weight of a future that felt increasingly impossible.

He played the rest of the season with a desperation that bordered on recklessness, throwing himself into every shift with a ferocity that earned him penalties and praise in equal measure. He scored goals and he fought opponents and he did everything he could to forget that he had ever known Ilya Rozanov, ever loved him, ever believed that they could build something real.

But at night, alone in his condo with his phone dark and silent on the nightstand, he couldn't forget. He remembered everything. The texts. The voice messages. The word golubchik whispered in the darkness like a promise. The plan they had made, the future they had imagined, the hope that had sustained him through the long winter months.

All of it gone. All of it silence. All of it nothing.

He didn't hear from Ilya again until March, when a message appeared on his phone in the middle of the night, brief and devastating and final.

I'm sorry, it read. I can't do this. Is too hard. Too dangerous. You should forget about me. Find someone who can give you what you deserve. I'm sorry, golubchik. I'm so sorry.

And then, before Shane could respond, before he could beg or plead or demand an explanation, the number was disconnected. The messages wouldn't go through. The connection that had sustained him for months was severed with a finality that felt like death.

Shane lay in his bed and stared at the ceiling, his chest hollow, his eyes dry, his heart broken in a way that he wasn't sure could be repaired. He had failed. After everything, after all his knowledge and his memories and his certainty that this time would be different, he had failed. Ilya was gone, and he was alone, and the dream that had sustained him since the coma was crumbling into ash.

But underneath the grief, underneath the despair, there was something else. Something hard and stubborn and unwilling to die.

He had lost Ilya once before, in the dream, had watched him walk away and had been sure that it was over. But they had found their way back to each other then, had fought through the fear and the doubt and the obstacles that seemed insurmountable. They had built a life together, had made a family, had loved each other with a ferocity that had sustained them through years of secrecy and struggle.

He could do it again. He would do it again. This wasn't the end. It couldn't be the end. Not when he knew what was possible, what was waiting for them if they could just find their way through this darkness.

Ilya had run because he was scared. Because the weight of what they were building had become too much to bear. Because he had panicked, as he had panicked before, as he would panic again, until he learned that Shane wasn't going anywhere, that he could be trusted, that this was real.

So Shane would wait. He would be patient. He would prove, through his silence and his absence and his refusal to give up, that he meant what he had said. That he wasn't going anywhere. That he would be here when Ilya was ready to come back.

The season stretched on, long and grueling, and Shane played through it with a determination that bordered on obsession. He would be the best player in the league. He would make Ilya notice him, make him regret walking away, make him see what he was missing. He would build a life so compelling, so undeniable, that Ilya would have no choice but to return.

And when he did, Shane would be waiting. Ready to try again. Ready to build what they had built before, only better this time, stronger, with open eyes and full knowledge of the obstacles they would face.

The long game wasn't over. It had barely begun.






      

  












      Chapter 4: Chapter 4: The Shape of Absence
  








  March bled into April with the slow inevitability of a season winding down, and Shane Hollander played through it with a desperation that bordered on madness. He threw himself into every shift like he was trying to destroy something, or maybe trying to destroy himself, hitting harder and skating faster and taking risks that made his coaches wince and his teammates stare. He scored goals that meant nothing and won games that felt like losses and accumulated points on the leaderboard while his personal life crumbled into ash around him.
The silence from Ilya was absolute. The number remained disconnected, the messages bouncing back undelivered, the voice mailbox full and unresponsive. Shane tried not to think about what this meant, tried not to imagine Ilya in Moscow with his family, forgetting about the Canadian boy who had made him want impossible things. He tried to respect the boundary that had been drawn, the finality of that last message, the clear signal that this was over before it had ever really begun.
But trying not to think about Ilya was like trying not to breathe. He was everywhere and nowhere, present in every moment of silence, every empty room, every night when Shane lay awake staring at the ceiling with his phone clutched in his hand like a prayer. The dream-memories had faded somewhat, losing their sharp edges with time and distance, but they hadn't disappeared entirely. They lingered like phantom limbs, reminding Shane of what he had lost twice over: once in the coma, when he woke to find that future unreal, and again now, when Ilya had walked away before they could build anything to replace it.
His teammates noticed. Of course they noticed. Hayden Pike cornered him in the locker room after a game in late March, a game where Shane had scored twice and fought once and ended up with seventeen penalty minutes for reckless play. Hayden's face was serious, his usual easygoing demeanor replaced by something that looked like genuine concern.
"You're going to get yourself killed," Hayden said, not bothering with preamble. "The way you're playing... it's not sustainable, Shane. You're taking stupid risks. Unnecessary risks."
"I'm fine," Shane said, stripping off his gear with mechanical precision, not meeting Hayden's eyes.
"You're not fine," Hayden countered, stepping closer, lowering his voice. "You haven't been fine since the All-Star break. Something happened. Something you're not telling anyone. And I'm not going to pretend I don't see it anymore."
Shane's hands stilled on his pads. The locker room was mostly empty, the other players having already showered and left, and the silence felt heavy with everything he couldn't say. He wanted to tell Hayden everything. Wanted to unburden himself, to explain about the coma and the dream and the man who had walked away without looking back. But the words stuck in his throat, choked by fear and habit and the crushing weight of a secret that had become his entire identity.
"Just tired," Shane said finally, the lie tasting like ash. "Rookie season is long. I'm feeling the grind."
"Bullshit," Hayden said, but there was no heat in it, only worry. "Look, I don't know what's going on with you. Maybe it's girl trouble, maybe it's family stuff, maybe it's something else entirely. But whatever it is... you don't have to carry it alone. That's what teammates are for. That's what friends are for."
Shane looked up at him then, really looked at him, and felt a surge of gratitude so intense it almost broke through his carefully constructed walls. Hayden was a good friend, a true friend, the kind of person who saw suffering and wanted to help instead of looking away. But Shane couldn't accept the help. Couldn't let anyone in, not when the person he wanted to let in was gone, not when the wound was still so raw that any touch might make it bleed.
"Thanks," Shane said, and he meant it, even as he was rejecting the offer. "I appreciate it. Really. I'm just... I need to work through some things on my own. But I'm okay. I promise."
Hayden didn't look convinced, but he nodded anyway, accepting the boundary even if he didn't understand it. "Just... be careful, okay? The playoffs are coming. We need you healthy. Not just physically. Mentally too."
Shane nodded and finished undressing in silence, and Hayden eventually left him alone, his footsteps echoing in the empty locker room like a judgment Shane couldn't escape.
The regular season ended in early April, with Montreal narrowly clinching a playoff spot by three points. The playoffs meant an extended season, more games where he would have to perform while falling apart inside…
His parents wanted him to come home to Toronto for the summer. His mother called the day after the season ended, her voice bright with plans and expectations, already arranging dinners with relatives and meetings with sponsors and all the trappings of the life they had imagined for him.
"We're so proud of you, sweetheart," she said, and Shane could hear the smile in her voice, the genuine belief that he had succeeded, that he was happy, that everything was going according to plan. "Your father wants to have a party. Invite some of the neighbors. Show them that Sports Illustrated cover again. You know how he loves to show off his son."
"Mom," Shane started, then stopped, not knowing how to explain that he couldn't do it, couldn't play the role of perfect son, couldn't stand in a room full of people who thought they knew him and pretend that he was whole. "I think I might stay in Montreal for a while. Get some rest. Clear my head."
The silence on the other end of the line was heavy with disappointment. "But we haven't seen you since Christmas," his mother said finally, her voice smaller now, hurt. "We miss you, Shane. We want to spend time with you. You're always so busy during the season..."
"I know," Shane said, and he did know, knew that he was being selfish, knew that his parents loved him in their own way, knew that he was causing them pain by pulling away. But he couldn't face them right now, couldn't face their questions and their expectations and the weight of their dreams that he was supposed to fulfill. He needed to be alone. Needed to rebuild himself in private, without witnesses, without the pressure to be anything other than what he was: broken, grieving, lost.
"I'll come visit," he promised, and he meant it, even if he didn't know when. "Soon. Just... not right away. I need some time, Mom. Please."
She sighed, the sound carrying all the weight of a parent's worry for a child they couldn't reach. "Okay, sweetheart. Okay. But call us. Let us know you're okay. And Shane... if something's wrong, you can tell us. We're your parents. We love you no matter what."
Shane closed his eyes against the tears that threatened to spill over, the tears he had been holding back for weeks, months, since the moment he woke up from the coma and realized that his life had been irrevocably changed. His parents loved him, he knew that. But they loved the version of him they had created, the perfect son, the hockey star, the success story. They didn't know the real him, the part of him that had been revealed in the dream, the part that loved men, that wanted things they would never understand.
"Love you too," he managed, and hung up before he could say anything else, before he could break down and confess everything to the dial tone.
He stayed in Montreal through April and into May, living in his condo like a ghost haunting his own life. He went to the gym every day, lifting weights and running on the treadmill with a ferocity that left him exhausted, too tired to think, too tired to feel. He watched tape of his games from the season, analyzing his mistakes, planning improvements, trying to focus on the one thing he could control when everything else had spun beyond his grasp.
He didn't watch Ilya's games. Couldn't bring himself to search for highlights, to see that face on his screen, to be reminded of what he had lost. He blocked Ilya's number in his phone, not because he expected messages, but because he couldn't bear to see the evidence of their conversations every time he scrolled through his contacts. He packed away the memories, the dream-memories and the real-memories, and tried to convince himself that he was moving on.
But at night, alone in the dark, he couldn't pretend. He remembered everything. The way Ilya laughed when he was genuinely amused. The way his accent thickened when he was tired. The way he said golubchik like it was a secret between them, a password, a promise. Shane lay in his bed and whispered the word into the silence, hoping somehow that Ilya might hear it, might feel it, might know that he was still here, still waiting, still hoping against hope.
The NHL Awards were in June, in Las Vegas, and Shane was invited as a finalist for the Calder Memorial Trophy, given to the league's rookie of the year. It was an honor, a validation of his spectacular season, the kind of recognition that should have had him flying high with excitement. Instead, he felt only dread.
Ilya would be there. Ilya had won the Calder in his own rookie season, was now established as one of the league's elite players, would certainly be present for the ceremony and the surrounding events. They would be in the same building, breathing the same air, occupying the same space for the first time since the silence began. Shane didn't know if he was ready for it, didn't know if he could look at Ilya without breaking, didn't know if he could maintain the pretense of indifference that the situation demanded.
He thought about not going. About claiming illness, about avoiding the confrontation, about protecting himself from the pain of seeing Ilya again and having to pretend that they were strangers. But the part of him that was still Shane Hollander, competitor, perfectionist, refused to back down. He had earned this nomination. He deserved to be there. And he wouldn't let Ilya Rozanov, or the memory of him, take that away.
He flew to Las Vegas with his agent, a woman named Farah who was sharp and efficient and had been managing his career since he was eighteen. She talked strategy during the flight, about endorsement opportunities and media training and the importance of presenting the right image at the awards. Shane nodded along, making appropriate noises of agreement, while his stomach churned with anxiety that had nothing to do with the ceremony and everything to do with who he might see there.
The hotel was enormous and glittering, all chrome and glass and artificial light, and Shane felt immediately overwhelmed by the noise and the crowds and the constant pressure to perform. There were events every night, parties and receptions and meet-and-greets with sponsors, and he moved through them like an automaton, smiling and shaking hands and saying the right things while his eyes searched the room for a particular face.
He didn't see Ilya the first night. Or the second. He began to hope that maybe Ilya had decided not to come, that he was still in Moscow, that the universe would spare them both the awkwardness of this encounter. But on the third night, at a league-sponsored dinner the evening before the awards ceremony, Shane walked into the ballroom and saw him immediately.
Ilya was standing near the bar, surrounded by other players, laughing at something someone had said. He looked good, Shane thought with a pain that felt physical, really looked at him for the first time in months. He had changed somehow, his face thinner, his hair shorter, his posture more guarded than Shane remembered. But he was still beautiful, still magnetic, still the center of gravity that Shane's world orbited around.
Shane froze in the doorway, his heart hammering against his ribs, his vision narrowing down to that one point in the crowded room. He should turn around. Should leave. Should protect himself from whatever was about to happen. But his feet wouldn't move, wouldn't obey the commands his brain was screaming at them. He just stood there, staring, unable to look away.
Ilya looked up, as if feeling the weight of Shane's gaze, and their eyes met across the room.
Time stopped. Shane felt it stop, felt the world hold its breath, felt every atom in his body align toward the magnetic north of Ilya's presence. For one endless moment, they just looked at each other, and Shane saw everything he had been afraid to see: recognition, regret, longing, fear. It was all there, written in the language of Ilya's body, the tension in his shoulders, the way his hand tightened around the glass he was holding.
Then Ilya looked away. Deliberately, clearly, turning his back on Shane and rejoining the conversation with his companions as if nothing had happened. The dismissal was absolute, final, a door slamming shut that Shane hadn't even realized was still open.
He found himself moving then, walking blindly toward the exit, his face hot with humiliation and his chest tight with grief. He made it to the hallway outside the ballroom before his legs gave out, leaning against the wall with his head in his hands, breathing hard, trying not to fall apart in public where anyone could see.
"Shane?"
He looked up, his vision blurry, and saw JJ Boiziau standing a few feet away, concern etched into every line of his face. Of course JJ was here, a veteran presence at these events, and of course he had seen Shane's flight from the room, had followed him out to make sure he was okay.
"JJ," Shane managed, his voice rough. "I'm fine. Just... needed air."
"Bullshit," JJ said, echoing Hayden's words from months ago, but gentler. "You're not fine. You haven't been fine for a while. And I think... I think I know why."
Shane's blood ran cold. "What?"
JJ stepped closer, lowering his voice. "I saw you. In there. Looking at Rozanov. And I saw him look at you." He paused, searching Shane's face. "There's something between you two. Isn't there? Something more than just rivalry?"
Shane opened his mouth to deny it, to laugh it off, to construct some lie that would explain away what JJ had seen. But the words wouldn't come. He was too tired, too broken, too defeated to maintain the pretense anymore. He just stood there, silent, his silence confirming everything.
JJ nodded slowly, as if Shane had spoken. "I thought so. I've seen the signs. The way you watch him when you think no one's looking. The way you light up when his name comes up, then shut down just as fast. The way you've been... different, since you two started playing against each other."
"JJ," Shane started, panic rising in his throat. "You can't... no one can know. Please."
"Relax," JJ said, holding up his hands. "I'm not going to tell anyone. Your secret is safe with me, Shane. I just... I want you to know that you're not alone. That there are people who would understand. Who would support you, if you let them."
Shane laughed, a broken, bitter sound. "You don't understand. It's not... it's not just that. It's him. Ilya. He doesn't want... he walked away. He cut me off. There's nothing there anymore."
JJ was quiet for a moment, processing this. "He looked at you like a man in pain," he said finally. "Not like someone who doesn't care. Like someone who cares too much and doesn't know what to do about it."
Shane shook his head, rejecting the interpretation, unable to bear the hope that JJ's words might spark. "He made his choice. I have to respect that."
"Maybe," JJ agreed. "Or maybe he just got scared. People do that, Shane. They get scared and they run. It doesn't mean they don't feel it. It doesn't mean they won't come back."
"He's not coming back," Shane said, and the certainty of it felt like a death sentence. "He made that clear."
JJ put a hand on his shoulder, squeezing gently. "I'm sorry," he said, and he sounded like he meant it. "I'm sorry you're hurting. And I'm here, if you need someone to talk to. Or just someone to sit with. You don't have to carry this alone."
Shane nodded, unable to speak past the lump in his throat, and JJ stayed with him for a while, two men in tuxedos leaning against a wall in a Vegas hotel, sharing a silence that was more comforting than any words could have been.
The awards ceremony the next night was a blur of lights and speeches and polite applause. Shane didn't win the Calder—it went to a defenseman from Chicago who had had an objectively spectacular season—and he found that he didn't care, couldn't care about something so trivial when his heart was in pieces. He sat through the ceremony with a smile plastered on his face, clapping when appropriate, and all the while he was aware of Ilya's presence, three rows ahead and to the left, close enough to touch and impossibly far away.
He didn't try to speak to him. Didn't try to catch his eye or arrange an encounter or force a confrontation that neither of them was ready for. He just sat there and let the distance between them grow, let it become familiar, let it harden into something he could almost live with.
After the ceremony, there was a reception, and Shane made his excuses early, claiming exhaustion, claiming an early flight, claiming anything that would let him escape. He was walking through the hotel lobby toward the elevators when he heard his name.
"Hollander."
He turned, his heart leaping with hope that died the moment he saw who had spoken. Not Ilya. Of course not Ilya. It was Cliff Marlow, one of Ilya's teammates from Boston, a veteran forward who had been in the league for fifteen years and had the kind of face that looked like it had been in too many fights.
"Marlow," Shane said, nodding, keeping his expression neutral.
Cliff stepped closer, close enough that Shane could smell the whiskey on his breath, and leaned in with a conspiratorial air. "Rozanov wanted me to give you a message," he said, his voice low.
Shane's pulse spiked, his carefully constructed composure cracking. "What?"
"He said to tell you..." Cliff paused, seeming to search for the exact words. "He said to tell you that he's sorry. And that you should forget about him. That it's for the best."
Shane stared at him, the words landing like blows, reopening wounds that had barely begun to scar. "He told you to tell me that?"
Cliff nodded, his expression oddly sympathetic. "Look, kid, I don't know what happened between you two. And I don't want to know. But Ilya's... he's not in a good place. Hasn't been since he got back from Russia. Whatever you had, whatever you thought you had... he can't do it. Whatever it is."
"He could tell me himself," Shane said, his voice barely above a whisper.
"He thought it would be easier this way," Cliff said. "Less... messy. He cares about you, I think. In his way. But he can't... he just can't."
Shane nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and Cliff clapped him on the shoulder once, awkwardly, before walking away, leaving Shane alone in the glittering lobby with a message that felt like a final nail in the coffin of whatever they had been building.
He went up to his room and packed his bags with mechanical precision, his movements automatic, his mind blank. He was done with Vegas, done with the awards, done with this whole season that had brought him nothing but pain. He booked a flight back to Montreal for the next morning, and then he sat on the edge of his bed and stared at the wall until the sun came up.
He didn't cry. He had run out of tears weeks ago, it seemed. He just sat there, empty, feeling the weight of Ilya's absence like a physical force pressing down on his chest.
But underneath the emptiness, underneath the grief, there was something else. Something hard and stubborn and unwilling to die.
Ilya had sent a message. Had cared enough to send a message, even if it was through an intermediary, even if it was a rejection. He had thought about Shane. Had worried about him. Hadn't just forgotten him, moved on, erased him from memory like he had never existed.
It wasn't much. It was almost nothing. But it was more than Shane had had yesterday, and it would have to be enough to sustain him through whatever came next.
He flew back to Montreal and threw himself into his summer training with renewed intensity. He worked with a skating coach to improve his edge work, hired a nutritionist to optimize his diet, spent hours in the gym building muscle and endurance. He made himself into the best possible version of Shane Hollander, the player that no one could ignore, the man that Ilya Rozanov would have to notice whether he wanted to or not.
And he waited. Because that was all he could do. Wait, and hope, and believe that the man he loved would eventually find his way back.
The summer stretched on, long and hot and lonely. Shane turned twenty-one in July, celebrated alone in his condo with a protein shake and a phone call from his parents that he endured more than enjoyed. He thought about Ilya on his birthday, wondered if Ilya remembered, wondered if he was thinking about him too, somewhere in Boston or Moscow or wherever he was.
He didn't reach out. Respected the boundary that had been drawn, even as he hated it. If Ilya wanted to come back, he would have to do it on his own terms, in his own time. Shane couldn't force it. Couldn't beg or plead or demand. All he could do was be here, be ready, be the person that Ilya had once believed he could be.
In August, he got a call from his agent that changed everything.
"There's an opportunity," Farah said, her voice brisk and businesslike. "A charity event. The league's putting together a player committee for mental health awareness, in response to some... incidents last season. They want young players, faces of the future. You and Rozanov are both on the list."
Shane's heart stopped. "What?"
"The event is in Toronto, next month. Two days of meetings, press conference, launch of the initiative. You'd be working together. All the selected players would."
Working together. With Ilya. In the same room, on the same project, forced into proximity by the league's good intentions.
"Shane? You there?"
"I'm here," he managed, his mind racing. "I... I need to think about it."
"There's nothing to think about," Farah said firmly. "This is good PR. Important cause. You say yes, you show up, you smile for the cameras. That's your job."
Shane closed his eyes. She was right, of course. He couldn't say no without raising questions he couldn't answer. And maybe... maybe this was what they needed. A neutral ground, a professional context, an excuse to be in the same room without the weight of their personal history crushing them.
"Okay," he said. "I'll do it."
"Good," Farah said, satisfied. "I'll send the details. And Shane... I know things are weird with Rozanov. The rivalry, the media narrative. But this is bigger than that. Keep it professional, keep it friendly, and you'll be fine."
Shane hung up and sat in silence for a long time, staring at the wall where a photo might hang if he had any photos worth hanging. Two weeks. In two weeks, he would see Ilya again. Would have to look at him, speak to him, pretend that they were just colleagues, just two players who respected each other, just nothing at all.
He didn't know if he could do it. Didn't know if he was strong enough to maintain the pretense, to hide the depth of his feelings, to act like a stranger when he knew what it felt like to be this man's husband.
But he would try. Because the alternative was giving up, and Shane Hollander had never been good at giving up.
He got up and went to the gym, and he ran on the treadmill until his legs burned and his lungs screamed and his mind was too tired to think about anything at all. He would be ready. He would be strong. He would survive seeing Ilya again, and maybe, just maybe, he would find a way to reach him.
The long game continued. And Shane was still playing.






      

  












      Chapter 5: Chapter 5: The Architecture of Surrender
  








  The Toronto hotel was all glass and steel, rising up from the downtown core like a promise of modernity that Shane found suffocating. He stood in the lobby with his duffel bag slung over one shoulder and his suit carrier in his other hand, staring up at the atrium that seemed to stretch into infinity, his heart hammering a rhythm that had nothing to do with the elevator he was waiting for and everything to do with the man who was already somewhere in this building.
He had spent the flight from Montreal staring out the window at the clouds below, trying to rehearse the various scenarios that might unfold over the next forty-eight hours. In his mind, he played out the casual greeting, the professional handshake, the detached collaboration that Farah and the league expected from them. He imagined Ilya looking at him with those blue eyes shuttered and cold, the way he had in Vegas, and he imagined himself being strong enough to withstand it, to return the indifference with interest, to protect himself from the devastation of being unseen by the one person who had once known him completely.
But the dreams were getting worse. Or better, depending on how Shane chose to interpret the relentless march of his subconscious through memories that had never been made. Last night, he had dreamed of their wedding night, not the ceremony itself but the hours after, when the guests had gone and the hotel suite had been filled with rose petals and champagne and the particular silence of two people who had finally, finally stopped hiding. He had dreamed of Ilya's hands undoing the buttons of his shirt with trembling reverence, of the way the moonlight had caught on the gold band that was new enough to still feel foreign against his finger, of Ilya whispering *husband* like it was a prayer and a curse and the only word that mattered in any language.
He had woken up with the phantom weight of that ring pressing against his chest and the taste of salt on his lips from tears he hadn't realized he was crying. The grief was becoming physical, a constant low-grade fever that made his skin feel too tight and his lungs feel too small. He was twenty-one years old and he was mourning a marriage that existed only in the space between his synapses, and the absurdity of it would have been laughable if it hadn't been so devastatingly real.
The elevator arrived with a soft chime, and Shane stepped inside, pressing the button for the fifteenth floor where his room was located. The doors were closing when a hand shot between them, triggering the sensor, and Shane looked up to see the one face he had been simultaneously hoping for and dreading.
Ilya stepped into the elevator with a muttered apology that died on his lips when he saw who he was sharing the space with. For a moment, they just stared at each other, the silence stretching between them like a rubber band pulled to its breaking point. Shane felt his breath catch in his throat, felt every nerve ending in his body flare to life with a sudden, painful awareness. Ilya looked tired, he noticed immediately, the kind of tired that sat in the hollows beneath the eyes and the tightness around the mouth. He was wearing a suit that Shane didn't recognize, charcoal gray and perfectly tailored, and his hair was shorter than it had been in Vegas, cut close to his head in a way that made him look younger and more vulnerable than Shane remembered.
"You are following me now?" Ilya asked, his voice rough with an accent that Shane knew would thicken when he was emotional, when he was aroused, when he was trying desperately to hide what he was feeling.
"Just going to my room," Shane replied, and he was proud of how steady he sounded, how unaffected. "Fifteen."
Ilya's jaw tightened. "Fourteen."
They stood in silence as the elevator ascended, the numbers ticking by with agonizing slowness. Shane could smell Ilya's cologne, something woodsy and clean that he remembered from the dream with perfect, terrible clarity. He remembered burying his face in Ilya's neck and breathing that scent in, remembered it being the first thing he noticed when he woke up beside him in the mornings, remembered it clinging to the pillows after Ilya had left for practice. The sensory memory was so strong that Shane had to grip the railing of the elevator to keep himself from reaching out, from closing the distance between them and taking what his body was screaming for.
The elevator stopped at fourteen, and Ilya made no move to exit. He stood there with his hands clenched at his sides, staring straight ahead at the closed doors, and Shane could see the war being waged in the tension of his shoulders, in the rapid rise and fall of his chest.
"You look like you haven't slept," Shane said quietly, unable to stop himself, the words slipping out like water through a crack in a dam.
Ilya turned to look at him then, really look at him, and Shane saw the full force of the conflict that was raging behind those blue eyes. "Neither do you," Ilya replied, his voice softer now, stripped of its defensive edge. "You look... *khudoy.* Thin. Sick."
"I'm fine," Shane lied.
"Always fine," Ilya said, and there was something almost bitter in it, something that sounded like grief. "Always perfect Shane Hollander. Even when you are falling apart."
The elevator doors opened at fourteen, the chime sounding too loud in the quiet space between them. Ilya didn't move. Shane didn't move. They stood there looking at each other with the kind of intensity that could have powered the city below them, and Shane felt the moment stretching, felt the choice that was being offered here, the chance to say something real, to break through the wall of pretense that Ilya had erected between them.
But then Ilya blinked, and the moment passed, and he stepped out of the elevator with his shoulders squared and his spine straight. "See you at the meetings," he said, not looking back, and the doors closed between them before Shane could think of a response that wouldn't give away everything he was trying to hide.
His room was a standard luxury hotel room, all beige and cream and anonymous furniture that could have been in any city in the world. Shane dropped his bags on the floor and sat on the edge of the bed, his hands shaking slightly as he ran them through his hair. That had been the closest they had been since the hallway in Boston, and the proximity had been electrifying, devastating, a reminder of everything he had lost and everything he was still fighting for.
He forced himself to unpack, to hang up his suit for the next day, to arrange his toiletries in the bathroom with the mechanical precision that had always grounded him. The routine helped, the familiar actions of preparing for a business trip, of being the professional athlete that the league expected him to be. But underneath the routine, his mind was racing, turning over every word Ilya had said, every expression that had crossed his face, searching for meaning in the smallest details.
*You look like you haven't slept.*
*Neither do you.*
*You look... thin. Sick.*
The concern had been real. Shane was sure of it. Beneath the defenses and the fear, Ilya still cared. Still worried. Still felt whatever connection had drawn them together in the first place. It wasn't much, but it was more than the absolute indifference Shane had braced himself for, more than the cold shoulder he had received in Vegas. It was a crack in the armor, a place where the light could get in, and Shane was determined to widen it if he could.
The first meeting was scheduled for seven o'clock in the hotel's conference center, a dinner for the twelve players who had been selected for the mental health awareness committee. Shane showered and changed into a navy suit that he knew looked good on him, that accentuated his shoulders and made him appear more confident than he felt. He checked his reflection in the mirror and practiced his smile, the one that said he was fine, he was happy, he was exactly where he wanted to be.
The conference room was already half full when he arrived, players from various teams milling around with glasses of wine and plates of appetizers, making small talk about the upcoming season and the charity golf tournaments they had played over the summer. Shane recognized most of them, had played against them or watched them from the stands, and he moved through the room with practiced ease, shaking hands and exchanging pleasantries while his eyes searched for the one person he actually wanted to see.
Ilya was standing near the bar, talking to a defenseman from Vancouver, and he looked like he had been poured into his black suit, all sharp lines and elegant angles. He was gesturing with his hands as he spoke, something he only did when he was passionate about a subject, and Shane found himself staring, mesmerized by the play of light on his skin, the way his hair caught the overhead lighting, the confident set of his shoulders.
As if feeling the weight of Shane's gaze, Ilya looked up, and their eyes met across the room. This time, Ilya didn't look away. He held Shane's stare for a long moment, something unreadable passing behind his eyes, and then he raised his glass in a silent toast that could have meant anything. Shane nodded back, accepting the gesture, and forced himself to turn away, to engage with the other players, to not make a scene by staring at the man he was supposed to hate.
Dinner was a seated affair, round tables of four, and Shane found himself placed with the Vancouver defenseman, a winger from Calgary, and thankfully, mercifully, an empty chair that remained empty for the first ten minutes of the meal. He was just starting to relax, just starting to believe that maybe Ilya had decided to skip the dinner, when the chair was pulled back and Ilya slid into it with an apology to the table for his lateness.
"Rozanov," the Vancouver defenseman said, grinning. "Thought you might have gotten lost in the lobby. You Russians are famous for your sense of direction, right?"
"Is Canadian who gets lost in own country," Ilya replied, the familiar banter rolling off his tongue with practiced ease. "I was simply admiring architecture."
He didn't look at Shane as he said it, focusing instead on the bread basket and the butter, but Shane felt the words like a touch, like Ilya had reached under the table and pressed his palm against Shane's thigh. The architecture. Their hotel in Toronto, in the dream, had been a boutique property in Yorkville, all brick and ivy and old-world charm, not this modern glass tower. But they had stayed here too, later, when the league had booked rooms for them during playoff runs and All-Star weekends. Shane remembered this hotel specifically, remembered the view from the fourteenth floor, remembered the way the city lights had looked spread out below them while Ilya had moved inside him, devastating and perfect.
"Hollander," the Calgary winger said, turning to him with a friendly smile. "Heard you had a hell of a season. Shame about missing the playoffs, but that Calder nomination was well deserved."
"Thanks," Shane managed, dragging his attention back to the conversation. "You guys had a good run. That series against Anaheim was brutal."
"Tell me about it," the winger groaned, launching into a story about a particular game that Shane only half heard, his attention divided between the narrative of a playoff loss he didn't care about and the presence of Ilya Rozanov sitting close enough that their elbows were almost touching under the tablecloth.
Ilya was ignoring him, or pretending to ignore him, engaged in a low conversation with the Vancouver defenseman about training camps in the Swiss Alps. But Shane could see the way his hand tightened on his fork when Shane laughed at something the winger said, could see the muscle in his jaw twitch when Shane leaned forward to reach for the water pitcher. He was aware of Shane, hyper-aware, and the knowledge sent a thrill of hope through Shane's chest that he tried desperately to suppress.
The dinner dragged on, course after course of food that Shane couldn't taste, conversation that he couldn't focus on. By the time the dessert plates were cleared and the league representative stood up to give a speech about the importance of their mission, Shane was vibrating with tension, his skin too tight and his patience frayed to the breaking point. He needed to get out of this room, needed air, needed space to process the overwhelming reality of being so close to Ilya and not being able to touch him.
"And so," the league representative was saying, a woman named Patricia who had the polished look of someone who had spent decades in public relations, "we'll be pairing you off for tomorrow's hospital visits. We want to show the kids that even rivals can come together for a good cause. Rozanov and Hollander, you'll be visiting SickKids together in the morning. The media will be there, so please, make it look good."
Shane felt the announcement like a physical blow, his head snapping up to stare at Patricia, then at Ilya, who looked equally blindsided. They were supposed to be paired together, forced into proximity for a full morning of public appearances, expected to play nice for the cameras while privately navigating the wreckage of whatever they had been to each other.
"Is there a problem?" Patricia asked, noting their expressions.
"No problem," Ilya said smoothly, recovering faster than Shane. "Will be good. We are professionals."
"Of course," Shane added, his voice sounding distant to his own ears. "Looking forward to it."
The meeting broke up shortly after, players drifting toward the bar or the elevators, and Shane found himself standing in the middle of the room, frozen, unsure of what to do next. He should go to his room. Should sleep, should prepare for the morning, should do anything other than what his body was screaming for him to do.
"Shane."
He turned, and Ilya was there, close enough that Shane could see the flecks of gold in his blue eyes, could smell the whiskey on his breath from the drink he had finished at dinner. "Ilya," he said, and his voice came out rough, wrecked already and they hadn't even said anything yet.
"This is bad idea," Ilya said, his voice low, meant only for Shane. "Tomorrow. You and me. Together. Is... it is not good idea."
"Because you can't handle it?" Shane asked, stepping closer, drawn in by the gravity of Ilya's presence. "Or because you can?"
Ilya's eyes darkened, his pupils blown wide in the dim light of the conference room. "You don't know what you're doing," he said, but he didn't step back, didn't create distance. "You don't know what you're asking for."
"I know exactly what I'm asking for," Shane said, and he was close now, close enough that he could feel the heat radiating off Ilya's body, could see the pulse jumping in his throat. "I'm asking for you to stop running. To stop hiding. To look at me and admit that this isn't nothing."
"I never said it was nothing," Ilya whispered, and there was pain in his voice, raw and ragged. "I said it was impossible. There is difference."
"Nothing is impossible," Shane said, reaching out before he could stop himself, his hand coming to rest on Ilya's forearm, feeling the muscle tense beneath his fingers. "Not this. Not us."
Ilya looked down at the hand on his arm, and Shane saw the war being waged in his expression, saw the desire warring with the fear, the need battling against the caution that had been drilled into him by years of hiding, years of being told that what he was was wrong, dangerous, unacceptable.
"Come with me," Ilya said suddenly, the words tumbling out like he couldn't stop them. "Not here. Not where... come with me. Please."
Shane didn't ask where. Didn't hesitate. He just nodded, and Ilya turned and walked toward the exit, and Shane followed him, followed him through the lobby and into the elevator and up to the fourteenth floor with his heart hammering against his ribs and his blood singing with a mixture of terror and anticipation.
Ilya's room was identical to Shane's in layout but completely different in character. Where Shane's was neat to the point of sterility, Ilya's was chaos, clothes strewn across every surface, equipment bags spilling their contents onto the floor, a half-eaten room service sandwich sitting on the desk. It looked lived in, human, and Shane loved it immediately, loved the evidence that Ilya was as messy inside as he was trying to appear put together outside.
The door clicked shut behind them, and Ilya turned, and then they were reaching for each other with a desperation that bordered on violence, mouths crashing together in a kiss that was all teeth and tongue and pent-up longing. Shane groaned, his hands coming up to frame Ilya's face, holding him still as he deepened the kiss, as he poured everything he had been holding back for months into this one point of contact.
Ilya tasted like whiskey and mint and something uniquely, devastatingly him, and Shane felt the familiarity of it wash over him like a wave, felt his body recognize this man with a certainty that went beyond memory, beyond dream, into the realm of instinct and soul. He had kissed this mouth a thousand times, had learned every angle and every preference, knew exactly how Ilya liked to be touched, where to apply pressure, when to pull back and make him chase.
"Wait," Ilya gasped, breaking away, his chest heaving. "Wait, we can't... this is..."
"We can," Shane said, chasing his mouth, unwilling to lose the connection. "Ilya, please. Don't run. Not this time."
"I am not running," Ilya said, but his hands were shaking where they gripped Shane's waist. "I am trying to be smart. To be careful. This is dangerous, Shane. You know it is dangerous."
"I don't care," Shane said, and he meant it, he meant it more than he had ever meant anything in his life. "I don't care about careful. I don't care about safe. I care about you. Only you. Always you."
Ilya made a sound like something breaking, and then he was kissing Shane again, walking him backward toward the bed, and Shane went willingly, eagerly, his body aching for this, for the weight of Ilya above him, for the heat of his skin, for the reality of him after months of nothing but dreams and memories.
They fell onto the bed in a tangle of limbs and expensive suit fabric, Ilya's weight pressing Shane down into the mattress in a way that felt like coming home. Shane arched up against him, seeking friction, seeking contact, his hands pulling at Ilya's jacket, his shirt, anything that was keeping them separated.
"Slow," Ilya murmured against his neck, his breath hot against Shane's skin. "We should... we should slow down. Talk..."
"No," Shane said, his voice breaking. "No talking. Not yet. Just... please, Ilya. I need you. I need you so much."
Ilya pulled back to look at him, and Shane saw his own desperation reflected in those blue eyes, saw the same hunger, the same grief, the same overwhelming need. "You are sure?" Ilya asked, his accent thick with emotion. "You are sure this is what you want?"
"I've never been more sure of anything," Shane said, reaching up to trace the line of Ilya's jaw with trembling fingers. "I want you inside me. I want to feel you. I want... god, Ilya, I want everything."
Ilya closed his eyes, his throat working as he swallowed hard, and when he opened them again, something had shifted, some final barrier falling away. "Okay," he said softly. "Okay. But let me... let me take care of you. Yes? Let me make it good."
"It was always going to be good," Shane said, smiling through the tears that were threatening to spill over. "It's always good with you."
Ilya kissed him then, soft and sweet and devastating in its tenderness, and Shane felt himself unraveling, felt the months of tension and grief and longing melting away under the gentle assault of Ilya's mouth on his. They undressed each other slowly, reverently, mapping the new territory of bodies that were familiar and strange all at once. Shane had seen Ilya naked a thousand times in his mind, had memorized the lines of him, the scars, the way his muscles moved under his skin, but seeing him now, in the harsh light of a Toronto hotel room, was different. This was real. This was happening. This wasn't a dream that would dissolve when he woke up.
"Beautiful," Ilya whispered, tracing the line of Shane's collarbone with his fingertips, following the path with his mouth. "So beautiful, my *golubchik*. I missed you. I missed you so much."
"I missed you too," Shane said, arching into the touch, his hands finding Ilya's hips and pulling him closer. "Every day. Every night. Ilya, please..."
Ilya reached for the oil on the nightstand, and Shane watched him with heavy-lidded eyes, watched the way the lamplight caught on the planes of his chest, the way his hands were steady now, sure, as he prepared himself. Shane spread his legs, inviting, needing, and Ilya settled between them, pressing kisses to Shane's inner thighs, his hip bones, the sensitive skin of his stomach.
"Tell me if it's too much," Ilya said, his voice rough, his eyes dark with desire. "Tell me to stop if..."
"Don't stop," Shane begged, reaching down to guide him, to bring him where he needed him most. "Never stop. I want you. I want all of you."
Ilya pushed inside him slowly, carefully, and Shane gasped at the stretch, at the fullness, at the overwhelming rightness of it. This was what he had been missing, what he had been grieving, this connection, this union, this perfect moment of being known and claimed and loved. He wrapped his legs around Ilya's waist, pulling him deeper, and Ilya groaned, his forehead dropping to rest against Shane's shoulder.
"Shane," he breathed, the name sounding like a prayer. "*Moy lyubimyy.* My love. My *golubchik*."
The words hit Shane like a physical blow, stealing his breath, making his heart stutter in his chest. My love. In the dream, Ilya had called him that, had whispered it against his skin in the dark, had said it in moments when the world fell away and it was just them. But this wasn't the dream. This was real, and Ilya was saying it anyway, claiming him with that word even if they couldn't say it in the light, even if the world didn't know.
"Yes," Shane whispered back, his hands gripping Ilya's shoulders, his nails digging in hard enough to leave marks. "Yes, yours. Always yours."
Ilya began to move then, his thrusts slow and deep at first, building a rhythm that had Shane gasping, his head falling back against the pillows as pleasure built in his spine, radiating out through every nerve ending. Ilya knew his body, knew exactly how to angle his hips to hit that spot inside Shane that made him see stars, knew exactly when to speed up and when to slow down, when to tease and when to give.
"Look at me," Ilya commanded, his voice rough with exertion and emotion. "Stay with me, Shane. Eyes open. I want to see you."
Shane forced his eyes open, meeting Ilya's gaze, and the intimacy of it was almost too much, the way Ilya was looking at him like he was the only thing in the world, like he was precious and necessary and irreplaceable. They moved together, finding a rhythm that was as familiar as breathing, as natural as heartbeat, and Shane felt the pleasure building, coiling tight in his belly, ready to snap.
"Ilya," he gasped, his hand moving between them to wrap around himself, to bring himself to the edge. "I'm close. I'm so close..."
"Come for me," Ilya said, his thrusts becoming harder, more erratic, losing the careful control he had maintained. "Come with me. Let me feel you."
It was the words that did it, the command and the endearment wrapped together, the reality of Ilya above him, inside him, loving him even if he didn't know the full extent of what that love meant. Shane came with a cry that Ilya swallowed with a kiss, his body tightening around Ilya and pulling him over the edge. Ilya followed him, groaning long and low against Shane's mouth, his hips stuttering as he spilled inside him, marking him, claiming him in the most primitive way possible.
They lay there for a long time, tangled together, breathing hard, neither of them willing to break the connection. Ilya was heavy on top of him, but Shane didn't mind, welcomed the weight, the proof that this was real, that they were here, that they had found their way back to each other.
"I didn't mean to say that," Ilya said eventually, his voice muffled against Shane's neck. "My love. I don't know why I said it. It just... it felt right. It felt true."
"It is true," Shane said, running his fingers through Ilya's sweat-dampened hair. "Maybe not to the world. But to me. To us."
Ilya lifted himself up on one elbow to look down at Shane, his expression serious, searching. "What is this, Shane? What are we doing? I tried to stay away. I tried to protect you. But every time I see you, I forget why I was trying. I forget everything except how much I want you."
"We're building something," Shane said, reaching up to trace the lines of Ilya's face, memorizing them anew. "Something real. Something that matters. I know it's scary. I know it's dangerous. But Ilya... I can't go back to not having you in my life. I tried. I can't do it."
"I can't either," Ilya admitted, his eyes closing as he leaned into Shane's touch. "I thought I could. I thought if I went to Moscow, if I cut you off, if I pretended that what we had was just... just a phase, just a mistake... I thought I could go back to being who I was before. But I can't. You changed something in me. You opened a door I can't close."
"Then don't close it," Shane said softly. "Keep it open. Keep this open. We can figure out the rest. We can be careful, we can be smart, but we don't have to be apart."
Ilya opened his eyes, and Shane saw the fear there, but also the hope, the willingness to try, to risk everything for the possibility of what they could be together. "Okay," he said finally. "Okay. We try. But Shane... we have to be careful. More careful than before. If anyone finds out..."
"I know," Shane said, pulling him down for a kiss. "I know the risks. I'm willing to take them. Are you?"
Ilya kissed him back, slow and deep and full of promise. "For you," he said when they broke apart. "I would risk anything. Everything."
They made love again, slower this time, with the lights off and the curtains open to let the city lights paint patterns on their skin. Shane lost himself in the sensation of Ilya's hands on his body, in the taste of his skin, in the sound of his voice whispering endearments in Russian that Shane didn't understand but felt in his bones. This was what he had been missing, what he had been grieving, not just the sex but the intimacy, the connection, the absolute safety of being with someone who knew him completely and loved him anyway.
Afterward, they lay tangled together in the wreckage of the bed, Ilya's arm thrown over Shane's waist, his face pressed against Shane's shoulder. Shane stared up at the ceiling, his mind clear for the first time in months, the grief that had been his constant companion finally quieted by the reality of Ilya's presence.
"I have to ask you something," Ilya said quietly, his fingers tracing lazy patterns on Shane's chest. "That day in Boston. In the hallway. You said things... you knew things about me. Things I didn't think anyone knew. How did you know?"
Shane felt his stomach tighten, the old fear rising up. He had known this question would come eventually, had rehearsed a dozen different answers, but now, in the dark with Ilya's warmth surrounding him, he couldn't bring himself to lie. "I can't tell you," he said carefully. "Not yet. But I promise, Ilya, I promise it's not... I'm not stalking you. I'm not dangerous. I just... I know things. I know you. In a way that doesn't make sense, I know you."
Ilya was quiet for a long moment, and Shane held his breath, waiting for the rejection, for the fear, for Ilya to pull away and demand answers that Shane couldn't give. But instead, Ilya just pulled him closer, burying his face in Shane's hair. "Okay," he said softly. "Okay. I trust you. I don't know why, but I do. You'll tell me when you're ready."
"Thank you," Shane whispered, his voice breaking with gratitude. "Thank you for trusting me. For giving me this chance."
"Don't make me regret it," Ilya said, but there was no heat in it, only a gentle warning, a recognition of how fragile this was, how precious, how easily it could be broken.
"I won't," Shane promised, turning his head to press a kiss to Ilya's forehead. "I swear, Ilya. I'll protect this. I'll protect us. Whatever it takes."
They fell asleep eventually, wrapped around each other, and for the first time since the coma, Shane didn't dream of the life he had lost. He dreamed of the life he was building, brick by brick, touch by touch, promise by promise. He dreamed of a future that was uncertain but possible, of love that was secret but real, of a man who was willing to fight for him even when the world was against them.
When the alarm went off at six the next morning, they woke up together, tangled and sore and smiling. Ilya kissed him awake, soft and sweet, and Shane felt the last of his fear melting away, replaced by a determination that felt like steel in his spine. They had a long day ahead of them, a hospital visit to endure, cameras to face, a public performance to maintain. But they had this, this secret morning, this private world they had built in the dark hours of the night, and it would be enough to sustain them.
As they dressed in silence, stealing glances and small touches, Shane caught sight of them in the mirror, two young men in suits that cost more than most people made in a month, with shadows under their eyes and love bites on their skin that makeup couldn't quite hide. They looked like what they were: exhausted, hopeful, terrified, and deeply, irrevocably in love.
"We should go separately," Ilya said, adjusting his tie with hands that still trembled slightly. "To the hospital. Can't arrive together."
"I know," Shane said, stepping up behind him to fix his collar, to steal one last kiss. "I'll see you there. And Ilya... whatever happens today, whatever they ask us, whatever pictures they take... remember this. Remember us."
"I will," Ilya promised, catching Shane's hand and bringing it to his lips. "Always."
They parted in the hallway, Ilya going first, Shane waiting ten minutes before following, and even that small separation felt like a physical ache. But Shane walked to the elevator with his head high and his heart full, carrying the secret of the night before like a talisman against the day to come.
The hospital visit went better than he could have hoped. They played their roles perfectly, two rivals united for a good cause, smiling for the cameras and the sick children with a camaraderie that looked authentic because, for the first time, it was. When Ilya made a joke about Shane's stickhandling, Shane laughed for real, and when Shane mentioned Ilya's charity work in Russia, Ilya's smile was genuine, surprised that Shane knew, pleased that he cared.
They were photographed together more than any other pair, the media loving the narrative of the draft rivals turned mental health advocates, and Shane stood close enough to smell Ilya's cologne, to feel the heat of his body, to remember what it felt like to have him inside. It was torture and it was heaven, and Shane wouldn't have traded it for anything in the world.
As they were leaving, a young reporter caught them at the exit, her microphone thrust forward with the aggression of someone trying to make a name for herself. "Shane, Ilya, one question for both of you. They say you two are the future of the league, that this rivalry is going to define the next decade. Is there any truth to that? Are you really enemies, or is it all for show?"
Shane looked at Ilya, and Ilya looked back, and in that glance, they shared everything they couldn't say aloud. The night before. The promises made. The future they were secretly building.
"We're competitors," Shane said finally, his voice steady. "On the ice, we both want to win. But off the ice... I think we understand each other. Better than people realize."
"Yeah," Ilya agreed, and his smile was private, meant only for Shane. "We understand each other. Is... what do you say? Respect. We have respect."
The reporter seemed disappointed by the lack of animosity, but she moved on, and Shane and Ilya walked to their separate cars with their hands brushing briefly, secretly, a touch that lasted less than a second but promised forever.
As Shane slid into the backseat of the car that would take him to the airport, he pulled out his phone and typed a message, knowing that Ilya would see it when he was alone, when the cameras were gone and the masks could come off.
*Tonight. Same room. I'll be waiting.*
The response came two minutes later, as the city was passing by his window in a blur of glass and steel.
*I'll be there. Golubchik.*
Shane closed his eyes and smiled, holding the phone to his chest like a heartbeat. The long game wasn't over. But they were winning. And for the first time since he had woken up in that hospital bed, Shane Hollander believed, truly believed, that they were going to make it. Not just through this season, not just through the secrecy and the fear, but all the way to the end. To the wedding. To the children. To the life that was waiting for them, real and solid and theirs for the taking.
He just had to keep playing. And he would. For Ilya. For them. For everything they were going to build together, starting now, starting here, in the quiet spaces between the public moments, in the dark hotel rooms where love could finally speak its name.
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  The apartment in Montreal felt larger than it ever had before, the rooms echoing with a silence that seemed to press against Shane's skull until he thought he might scream from it. He stood at the window of his living room, looking out at the city lights that spread out below him like a constellation of artificial stars, and he wondered if Ilya was looking at the same sky from Boston, if he was feeling the same ache that had settled into Shane's bones and refused to leave.
It had been three weeks since Toronto. Three weeks of stolen phone calls made from bathroom stalls and late-night parking garages, three weeks of texts deleted immediately after reading, three weeks of learning how to live with a secret that felt like it might burn him alive from the inside out. Shane had never been good at hiding. He had spent his whole life being the golden boy, the perfect son, the media darling who always said the right thing and wore the right suit and smiled the right smile. He had been trained since childhood to be visible, to be available, to be exactly what everyone expected him to be.
But this, this thing with Ilya, required a different kind of discipline. It required him to be two people at once: the Shane Hollander who showed up to practice early and stayed late, who shook hands with sponsors and signed autographs for kids, who answered questions about the upcoming season with polished phrases about teamwork and dedication; and the other Shane, the one who existed only in the dark, who whispered filthy promises into his phone at two in the morning, who touched himself in the shower and imagined Ilya's hands on his skin, who carried the memory of that night in Toronto like a holy relic that he took out and examined when the loneliness became too much to bear.
The dreams hadn't stopped. If anything, they had intensified, growing more vivid and more heartbreaking with each passing night. He dreamed of Henri's birth, of standing in a hospital room in Boston while Ilya held their son for the first time, of the way Ilya's hands had trembled as he counted fingers and toes, of the overwhelming love that had filled the room like a physical presence. He dreamed of Sofia's first steps, of her dark curls and her mother's eyes, of the way she had laughed when Shane had pretended to chase her around the living room. He dreamed of anniversaries and arguments and the thousand small intimacies that made up a life together, and he woke up gasping, reaching for a man who wasn't there, grieving children who didn't exist.
It was making him crazy. He knew it was making him crazy. There were moments, sitting in the locker room or eating dinner alone in his apartment, when he couldn't remember which memories were real and which were fabrications of his damaged brain. He would reach for his left hand, expecting to feel the weight of a wedding band, and the absence of it would send him spiraling into a panic that took hours to recover from. He would start to text Ilya about something that hadn't happened yet, some future event that existed only in the dream, and he would have to stop himself, delete the message, remind himself that they weren't there yet, that they might never get there, that he was building a castle on sand and hoping it wouldn't collapse beneath the weight of his own desperation.
His phone buzzed on the coffee table, and Shane crossed the room in three long strides, his heart hammering against his ribs before he even saw the name on the screen. It was Ilya, as it always was, the only person he wanted to talk to and the only person he couldn't talk about.
Are you alone?
Shane typed back immediately, his thumbs moving with the kind of speed that came from months of practice. Yes. Just got home from practice. You?
Just finished dinner. Team thing. Everyone asking why I'm smiling so much.
Shane stared at that message, feeling a warmth spread through his chest that was immediately followed by a cold stab of fear. He shouldn't be smiling. They shouldn't be happy. This was dangerous, what they were doing, dangerous and stupid and impossible. But he couldn't stop himself from typing back, couldn't stop the smile that tugged at his own lips as he imagined Ilya at some Boston restaurant, surrounded by teammates but thinking of him.
And why are you smiling?
Because I'm talking to you. Because I can't stop thinking about Toronto. Because I want to see you again so badly it hurts.
Shane read the message three times, letting the words sink into his skin like balm. He wanted to see Ilya too. Wanted it with a hunger that felt primal, essential, like oxygen or water or sleep. But the season was starting in two weeks, and their schedules were about to become weapons aimed directly at any hope of maintaining this connection. Montreal and Boston were close geographically, but in the relentless grind of an NHL season, they might as well have been on different continents.
When? Shane typed, his hands shaking slightly. When can you get away?
There's a charity thing in New York next weekend. League mandated. You?
Same. Shane remembered seeing the email, the invitation to a media training seminar that he had been planning to skip until this moment. I'll be there.
The pause before Ilya's next message was longer this time, long enough that Shane started to worry that he had been called away, that someone had seen the phone, that the fragile thread connecting them had been severed. But then the screen lit up again, and Shane exhaled a breath he hadn't realized he was holding.
Same hotel?
Shane thought about it, thought about the risk, the exposure, the absolute insanity of booking the same hotel room when they were supposed to be rivals who could barely stand to be in the same room together. But the need was stronger than the fear, had always been stronger than the fear.
I'll book it under a different name. Text me when you land.
Okay. Shane?
Yeah?
I miss you. I know I shouldn't. I know this is stupid. But I miss you so much I can't breathe sometimes.
Shane closed his eyes, pressing the phone against his forehead as if he could somehow transmit his response through skin and bone and silicon, as if he could make Ilya feel what he was feeling through the sheer force of his longing. He missed him too. Missed him with an intensity that felt like it was reshaping his DNA, turning him into someone new, someone who lived for these stolen moments and these secret messages and the promise of a future that might never arrive.
I miss you too. Every second of every day. New York. I'll be waiting.
He didn't get a response, and he didn't expect one. Ilya had probably been called back to the table, or had realized he was being watched, or had simply run out of courage. That was the hardest part of this, Shane was learning: not the secrecy, not the fear of discovery, but the constant uncertainty, the never knowing when the connection would be severed, when Ilya's fear would outweigh his desire, when the reality of what they were doing would become too much to bear.
Shane set the phone down and walked back to the window, looking out at the Montreal skyline that was so different from the Boston view he remembered from the dreams. In the dream, they had lived in a brownstone in Back Bay, a place with high ceilings and a garden in the back where the kids could play. Shane had loved that house with a ferocity that still made his chest ache when he thought about it, had loved the life they had built there, the routine of mornings and evenings and weekends that had seemed so permanent, so unshakeable.
But that house didn't exist. Those kids didn't exist. And the man who had shared that life with him was a stranger who was slowly, painstakingly, being replaced by the real Ilya, the one who texted him late at night and called him golubchik and trembled when they touched. It was a strange kind of replacement, a strange kind of love, loving two versions of the same person at once: the ghost and the flesh, the memory and the reality, the husband who had never been and the lover who was still so new.
The days until New York passed with agonizing slowness, each hour feeling like a day, each day feeling like a week. Shane threw himself into training camp with a ferocity that earned him raised eyebrows from the coaching staff and concerned looks from his teammates. He skated until his legs gave out, lifted until his muscles screamed, pushed his body to its limits and beyond, trying to exhaust himself enough that he might sleep without dreaming, might function without constantly reaching for a connection that wasn't there.
Hayden Pike cornered him in the locker room after a particularly brutal practice, his forehead creased with worry that Shane found both touching and irritating. "Dude, what's going on with you? You're skating like you're trying to kill the ice."
"Just getting ready for the season," Shane said, toweling off his hair, avoiding Hayden's eyes. "Gotta be sharp."
"You've been sharp for three weeks. You've also been a zombie. You forget to eat lunch yesterday? JJ said he found you staring at your locker for ten minutes like you forgot where you were."
Shane forced a laugh that sounded hollow even to his own ears. "Just tired. Lot on my mind."
"Like what?" Hayden pressed, and Shane felt a flash of anger at the intrusion, at the way his personal life was suddenly subject to his teammates' scrutiny.
"Like none of your business," he said, sharper than he intended, and Hayden held up his hands in surrender, backing away with a look that said he was hurt but trying not to show it.
"Sorry, man. Just worried about you. You know we're here if you need to talk."
Shane nodded, the anger draining away as quickly as it had come, replaced by guilt. Hayden was a good guy. They all were. But they couldn't help him with this. No one could help him with this. He was alone in a way that he had never been before, carrying a burden that he couldn't share, nursing a wound that had no visible source.
"I'm fine," he said, softening his tone. "Really. Just ready for the season to start."
Hayden didn't look convinced, but he let it go, and Shane was grateful for that small mercy. He couldn't explain what was happening to him. Couldn't explain that he was in love with a man he wasn't supposed to love, that he was grieving a life that had never happened, that he was living in two timelines at once and losing his grip on which one was real. It sounded insane because it was insane, and Shane was starting to wonder if he was actually losing his mind, if the coma had done something to his brain that the doctors hadn't caught, if he was hallucinating the connection with Ilya as surely as he was hallucinating the children.
But then he would get a text, a simple *thinking of you* or a picture of Ilya's coffee cup, and he would know that Ilya was real, that this was real, that the only hallucination was the future he was so desperately trying to recreate.
New York arrived with a cold snap that brought early frost to the city streets, and Shane checked into the hotel under the name David Carter, a pseudonym he had started using after Toronto, a name that felt like a costume he was constantly wearing. The room was on the twenty-third floor, high enough that the city noise was muted to a dull roar, and he spent the first hour pacing, checking his phone, arranging and rearranging the few items he had brought to make the room look less sterile, less like a hotel and more like a place where love could exist.
Ilya arrived at nine o'clock, knocking three times in the pattern they had established, and Shane threw open the door to find him standing in the hallway with his hood pulled up and his eyes darting nervously down the corridor. He pushed past Shane without a word, and Shane locked the door behind him, turning to find Ilya already shedding his coat, his bag, his defenses, turning to face him with an expression that was equal parts relief and hunger.
"Hi," Shane said, the word inadequate for everything he was feeling.
"Hi," Ilya replied, and then they were moving toward each other, meeting in the middle of the room with a collision that was part embrace, part desperation, part homecoming. Shane buried his face in Ilya's neck, breathing in the scent of him, the reality of him, feeling the solid warmth of his body against his own and feeling, for the first time in weeks, like he could breathe again.
"I missed you," Ilya whispered against his hair, his arms tight around Shane's waist. "Every day. Every night. I can't sleep without thinking of you. Can't eat without wondering if you're eating too. It's like you've infected me, Shane. Like you're in my blood."
"Good," Shane said, his voice muffled against Ilya's skin. "I want to be in your blood. I want to be everywhere. I want to be everything."
Ilya pulled back to look at him, his hands coming up to frame Shane's face, his thumbs tracing the hollows beneath Shane's eyes with a gentleness that made Shane want to weep. "You look tired," Ilya said, and it was an accusation and a caress all at once. "You look like you're hurting."
"I am," Shane admitted, because he couldn't lie to Ilya, not here, not in the dark where they had sworn to be honest. "I dream about you. Every night. I dream about things that haven't happened, things that might never happen, and I wake up and you're not there and it feels like I'm dying, Ilya. It feels like I'm losing my mind."
Ilya's expression shifted, something complicated moving behind his eyes. "What kind of things?" he asked quietly. "What do you dream?"
Shane hesitated, the secret balanced on the tip of his tongue. He wanted to tell him. Wanted to explain about the coma, about the eleven years, about the wedding and the kids and the life they had built together in some alternate timeline that existed only in Shane's damaged brain. But the fear stopped him, the certainty that if he told Ilya the truth, Ilya would run, would decide that Shane was crazy, would end this before it had even really begun.
"I dream that we're together," Shane said carefully, choosing his words like he was walking through a minefield. "I dream that we don't have to hide. That we have a life. A real life, with a home and... and people who love us. I dream that we're happy."
Ilya's eyes were suspiciously bright, his throat working as he swallowed hard. "That is not dream," he said, his accent thickening with emotion. "That is... what I want too. What I think about when I can't sleep. A life with you. A real life."
"But it's impossible," Shane said, the words tasting like ash in his mouth. "Isn't that what you said? Impossible?"
"I was wrong," Ilya said, and he kissed Shane then, soft and slow and devastating in its sincerity. "I was scared. I am scared. But being without you is worse than any fear. This is worth the risk. You are worth the risk."
They moved to the bed without speaking, the need between them too urgent for words, too primal for anything but action. Shane pulled at Ilya's clothes, desperate for skin, for contact, for the proof that this was real and happening and not just another dream that would dissolve when he woke up. Ilya helped him, his own hands just as frantic, just as needy, and they came together naked on the hotel bed with a sigh that sounded like relief, like finally, finally, they were where they were supposed to be.
Ilya mapped Shane's body with his mouth, tracing the lines of his ribs, the hollow of his stomach, the scars from old injuries that Shane had collected over years of hockey. He took Shane into his mouth with a thoroughness that had Shane arching off the bed, his hands tangled in Ilya's hair, his mind going white with pleasure. It was too much and not enough, the heat and wet suction driving Shane to the edge faster than he wanted, but Ilya pulled back before he could fall, crawling up his body with a predatory grace that made Shane's breath catch in his throat.
"Turn over," Ilya commanded, and Shane obeyed, rolling onto his stomach, pulling a pillow under his chest to give himself leverage. He heard Ilya reaching for the oil, heard the cap snap open, and then Ilya's hands were on him, spreading him open, preparing him with a care that belied the urgency Shane could feel radiating off him in waves.
"I thought about this every night," Ilya said, his voice rough, his accent making the words sound filthy and sacred all at once. "Thought about being inside you. Thought about making you mine. Is that what you want, Shane? You want to be mine?"
"Yes," Shane gasped, pushing back against Ilya's fingers, needing more, needing everything. "God, yes, Ilya. Please. I'm yours. I've always been yours."
Ilya removed his fingers and positioned himself, pushing inside in one long, steady thrust that made Shane cry out, his hands fisting in the sheets as he adjusted to the stretch, to the fullness, to the overwhelming reality of being filled by this man, this impossible, perfect man who was looking at him like he was the only thing in the world that mattered.
They moved together, finding a rhythm that was as familiar as it was new, Ilya's hips snapping against Shane's ass with a force that drove the air from his lungs, that made him see stars. Shane pushed back to meet each thrust, his own hand wrapped around himself, stroking in time with Ilya's movements, feeling the pleasure building in his spine, coiling tight and hot and ready to explode.
"Look at me," Ilya gasped, his hand coming down on Shane's hip, turning his head so he could meet Shane's eyes. "Want to see your face when you come. Want to see what I do to you."
Shane turned his head, his neck straining, and locked eyes with Ilya over his shoulder. The intimacy of it was almost too much, the way Ilya was looking at him, like he was precious, like he was necessary, like he was loved. Shane came with a cry that was Ilya's name, his body tightening around Ilya and pulling him over the edge. Ilya groaned, his hips stuttering as he spilled inside him, his forehead dropping to rest against Shane's spine as they both shook with the aftershocks.
They lay there for a long time, Ilya still inside him, their bodies tangled together in a way that felt like it could last forever. Shane didn't want to move, didn't want to break the connection, didn't want to return to the reality where they had to be careful, had to be secret, had to be anything other than exactly what they were in this moment.
"I have to tell you something," Ilya said eventually, his voice muffled against Shane's back. "Something that scares me."
Shane felt his stomach tighten, fear rising up like bile in his throat. "What is it?"
"I think I'm falling in love with you," Ilya said, the words rushed, like he was trying to get them out before he lost his courage. "I know it's fast. I know it's crazy. But I can't help it. I think about you all the time. I want to be with you all the time. When I'm not with you, I feel like I'm missing a limb. Is that... is that okay? Is that too much?"
Shane closed his eyes, feeling tears spill over onto the pillow beneath his cheek. It wasn't too much. It was exactly what he had been waiting to hear, exactly what he had known in the dream, exactly what he had been grieving for all these months. But the timing was wrong. In the dream, they had been twenty-five when they said it for the first time, after years of secrecy and struggle, after they had earned the right to those words. Now they were twenty-one, and everything was happening too fast, accelerated by Shane's memories of a future that Ilya didn't know about.
"It's not too much," Shane said, his voice thick with tears he couldn't hold back. "I'm falling in love with you too. I think I already am. I think I have been for a long time."
Ilya pulled out gently, turning Shane over and gathering him into his arms, holding him close as Shane cried, as the grief and the joy and the overwhelming relief of finally, finally being able to say the words overwhelmed him. Ilya didn't ask why he was crying, just held him tighter, pressing kisses to his forehead, his temples, the tears on his cheeks.
"We'll figure it out," Ilya whispered, his voice fierce, determined. "Whatever it takes. We'll figure out how to be together. I won't lose you, Shane. I won't let them take this from us."
"Promise?" Shane asked, his voice small, broken, needing the reassurance more than he needed air.
"I promise," Ilya said, and he kissed him then, slow and deep and full of everything they couldn't say aloud, everything they had to hide from the world but could admit to each other in the dark. "I promise, my love. My golubchik. My everything."
They spent the night wrapped around each other, dozing and waking and touching, learning each other's bodies with the thoroughness of cartographers mapping new territory. Shane memorized the scars on Ilya's knees from his junior hockey days, the birthmark on his left hip, the way his breath hitched when Shane touched the sensitive spot behind his ear. He committed these details to memory, adding them to the store of knowledge he already possessed from the dreams, building a complete picture of this man who was both stranger and soulmate.
In the morning, they ordered room service and ate breakfast in bed, feeding each other bites of pancake and bacon, drinking coffee that was too hot and burning their tongues, laughing like children who had gotten away with something forbidden. For a few hours, they pretended that this was their life, that they could wake up together every morning, that they didn't have to hide, that the world outside this room didn't exist.
But reality came knocking eventually, in the form of a text from Ilya's agent reminding him of a media appearance in two hours, and a call from Shane's coach asking about his flight back to Montreal. They dressed in silence, the mood shifting from intimacy to practicality, from lovers to athletes, from the private to the public.
"Next time," Ilya said, adjusting his tie in the mirror, his eyes meeting Shane's in the reflection. "All-Star weekend. We'll have more time. Four days."
Shane nodded, his throat tight. Four days. It felt like a lifetime away. "Same hotel?"
"Different name. I'll text you the details."
They stood facing each other in the middle of the room, neither of them willing to be the first to leave, to break the spell. Shane reached out, his hand finding Ilya's, their fingers intertwining.
"This is hard," Shane said quietly. "Harder than I thought it would be."
"Yes," Ilya agreed, squeezing his hand. "But it's worth it. You are worth it."
"Ilya... if it gets too hard. If you need to... to step back, to take a break..."
"No," Ilya interrupted, his voice firm. "Don't say that. Don't give me an out. I don't want an out. I want you. Only you."
Shane pulled him close, hugging him tight, memorizing the feel of him, the smell of him, the way he fit against Shane's body. "I love you," he whispered, the words barely audible, but he felt Ilya stiffen, felt him pull back to look at him with wide, shocked eyes.
"What?"
"I love you," Shane repeated, louder this time, meeting his gaze without flinching. "I know it's fast. I know it's crazy. But I do. I love you, Ilya Rozanov."
Ilya's expression shifted through a dozen emotions in the span of a heartbeat: shock, fear, hope, wonder, and finally, finally, joy. He kissed Shane then, hard and desperate and full of promise, pouring everything he couldn't say into the press of his lips against Shane's.
"I love you too," he said when they broke apart, his forehead resting against Shane's, his breath mingling with Shane's. "I love you, Shane Hollander. And I'm going to spend every day proving that to you, even if I can't say it where anyone else can hear."
They parted at the door, one last kiss, one last touch, one last promise whispered into the space between them. Shane watched Ilya walk down the hallway until he turned the corner and disappeared from view, and then he closed the door and leaned against it, his heart hammering in his chest, his skin still warm from Ilya's touch.
He was in love. He was loved. And for the first time since the coma, since the dreams had started, since he had woken up to a reality that felt like a pale imitation of the life he had lost, Shane felt something that might have been hope. It was fragile, this thing they were building, fragile and secret and constantly under threat. But it was real. It was his. And he was going to fight for it with everything he had.
The season started two weeks later, and Shane threw himself into it with a renewed vigor, skating every shift like it might be his last, playing every game like the score depended on it. He was relentless on the ice, driven, focused, earning praise from coaches and analysts who commented on his maturity, his leadership, his unexpected intensity for a second-year player.
What they didn't see was the phone hidden in his gear bag, buzzing with texts from Boston. What they didn't see was the way he checked the schedule before every game, counting the days until they played the Bears, until he could be in the same building as Ilya, even if they couldn't touch, couldn't speak, could only exchange glances across the ice that no one else would understand.
The first time they played Boston that season, Shane was so nervous he thought he might be sick in the locker room before the game. He sat on the bench with his head in his hands, trying to breathe, trying to remember how to be the player he was supposed to be and not the lovesick fool who had spent the night before re-reading every text Ilya had ever sent him.
"Yo, Hollander," JJ called from across the room, snapping him out of his spiral. "You good? You look like you're gonna hurl."
"I'm good," Shane said, forcing his head up, forcing his hands to stop shaking. "Just ready to play."
The game was brutal, physical, exactly what everyone expected from a Montreal-Boston matchup. Shane played like a man possessed, scoring two goals and assisting on a third, driving the net with a recklessness that earned him a shove from Brad Hammersmith after the whistle and a warning from the ref about unnecessary roughness. But he didn't care about the penalties, didn't care about the score, didn't care about anything except the fact that Ilya was on the ice with him, skating circles around defenders, his eyes finding Shane's every chance he got.
After the game, Shane lingered in the hallway near the visitors' locker room, pretending to check his phone, waiting for the crowds to thin. Ilya emerged last, as he always did, his hair still wet from the shower, his suit bag slung over his shoulder. He stopped when he saw Shane, his eyes darting around to make sure they were alone, and then he stepped close, so close that Shane could smell the shampoo he used, could see the flecks of gold in his blue eyes.
"Good game," Ilya said, his voice low, meant only for Shane.
"You too," Shane replied, his heart hammering so loud he was sure Ilya could hear it. "Two goals. You were incredible."
"Couldn't stop thinking about you," Ilya admitted, his hand brushing against Shane's, a touch so brief it might have been accidental if not for the intention in Ilya's eyes. "Wanted to pass to you instead of my own wingers. Crazy, yes?"
"Not crazy," Shane said, smiling despite himself, despite the danger. "I wanted the same thing."
They stood there for a moment, the silence between them charged with everything they couldn't say, everything they couldn't do, everything they were risking just by being this close. Shane wanted to kiss him. Wanted to push him against the wall and kiss him until they were both breathless, until the whole world disappeared and it was just them, just this, just the love that was growing between them like a secret garden.
But footsteps echoed down the hall, voices approaching, and they sprang apart, putting distance between them, arranging their faces into masks of professional indifference.
"See you around, Rozanov," Shane said, loud enough for whoever was coming to hear.
"Yeah," Ilya replied, his voice cool, dismissive. "See you around, Hollander."
He walked away without looking back, and Shane watched him go, his hands clenched at his sides, his heart aching with the effort of letting him leave. But he had the memory of that touch, that glance, those whispered words, and he carried them with him like armor, like a shield against the loneliness that was waiting for him back in Montreal.
The season wore on, and Shane learned to live in the spaces between. Between games and practices, between public appearances and private moments, between the Shane he showed the world and the Shane he saved for Ilya. He learned to be patient, to wait for the stolen weekends and the late-night calls, to find joy in the small things: a text that said *thinking of you*, a picture of Ilya's coffee cup, a promise of *soon*.
He still dreamed. Still woke up gasping for air, reaching for a man who wasn't there, mourning children who didn't exist. But the dreams were changing, becoming less about the life he had lost and more about the life he was building. He dreamed of Ilya's face, young and hopeful, instead of the older version he had known in the coma. He dreamed of their first apartment together, small and messy and perfect, instead of the brownstone that had never been. He dreamed of a future that was possible, instead of one that was impossible.
And slowly, painstakingly, Shane began to heal. The grief didn't disappear, but it became manageable, a background noise instead of a deafening roar. He learned to hold both truths in his heart at once: the memory of what had been and the reality of what was. He learned to love this Ilya, this young, scared, brave Ilya, as much as he had loved the man he would become.
The All-Star break arrived with a snowfall that blanketed the host city in white, and Shane checked into the hotel with his heart in his throat, his hands shaking as he received the text with the room number. He knocked on the door of 2417, and Ilya opened it with a smile that lit up the whole hallway, that made the months of waiting, the months of secrecy, the months of loneliness, all worth it.
"Welcome," Ilya said, pulling him inside, closing the door behind them, locking the world out. "I've been waiting for you."
"I'm here," Shane said, reaching for him, pulling him close. "I'm here, and I'm not going anywhere."
They had four days. Four days to pretend that they were normal, that they were free, that they were just two people in love without the weight of the world pressing down on them. Four days to build memories that would have to last them until the next time, until the next stolen moment, until the next secret rendezvous in some anonymous hotel room in some city that didn't care about their names.
It wasn't enough. It would never be enough. But it was everything they had, and Shane was determined to make it count.
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  The hotel room in San Jose became their universe for four days, a pocket of time and space that existed outside of the NHL, outside of Montreal and Boston, outside of the expectations and obligations that defined their public lives. Shane woke up on the second morning with Ilya's arm thrown over his waist, Ilya's breath warm against the back of his neck, and for a moment he forgot to be afraid. He forgot about the schedule waiting for them downstairs, the media obligations, the cameras that would capture every glance and parse every interaction for signs of rivalry or respect or anything that could be turned into a headline. He forgot about the dream memories that haunted him and the future that remained uncertain. He just was. Just existed in this bed with this man and let himself be happy.
Ilya stirred behind him, his arm tightening around Shane's waist, pulling him closer against the solid warmth of his chest. Shane could feel Ilya's morning arousal pressing against his hip, could feel the slow waking of his body as Ilya nuzzled against his neck, pressing sleepy kisses to the sensitive skin there.
"Good morning," Ilya mumbled, his voice rough with sleep, his accent thicker than it was when he was fully awake.
"Morning," Shane replied, turning in his arms so they were facing each other, so he could see Ilya's face soft and unguarded in the early light filtering through the curtains. Ilya's hair was a mess, sticking up in directions that defied gravity, and there was stubble on his jaw that hadn't been there yesterday, darkening his features and making him look older, more dangerous, more like the man Shane remembered from the dreams.
Ilya opened his eyes, those impossibly blue eyes that Shane had dreamed about for months, and smiled at him, a smile that was private and intimate and meant only for this room, only for this moment. "You are staring," Ilya said, his hand coming up to trace the line of Shane's jaw with a tenderness that made Shane's chest ache.
"You're beautiful," Shane said, because it was true, because he couldn't not say it, because the words were insufficient for what he was feeling but they were all he had.
Ilya's smile widened, became something shy and pleased that Shane had never seen on his face before, not in any interview or game or public appearance. This was just for him, this softness, this vulnerability. "No one has ever called me beautiful," Ilya said, his thumb brushing against Shane's lower lip. "Handsome, yes. Talented. Arrogant. But not beautiful."
"You are," Shane insisted, catching Ilya's thumb with his teeth, biting gently before releasing it. "You're the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."
Ilya's eyes darkened, the playfulness shifting into something hotter, hungrier. He rolled Shane onto his back and settled between his legs, his weight pressing Shane down into the mattress in a way that had become familiar, that felt like safety and arousal and home all mixed together. "I want you," Ilya said, his hips rolling against Shane's, creating friction that made them both gasp. "Every morning. Every night. I want you until I can't think of anything else."
"Then take me," Shane said, arching up against him, his hands finding Ilya's hips and pulling him closer. "I'm yours. Take what you want."
Ilya groaned, his forehead dropping to rest against Shane's shoulder as he rocked against him, the thin fabric of their underwear the only barrier between them. "We have to be downstairs in an hour," Ilya said, his voice strained, his hips still moving, still seeking. "Media breakfast. I should... we should shower..."
"Later," Shane said, reaching between them to push his underwear down, to free himself, to wrap his hand around both of them and stroke slowly. "We have time. We always have time."
They didn't have time. They both knew they didn't have time. But Ilya was kissing him then, deep and desperate, and Shane was lifting his hips, helping Ilya push his underwear off, spreading his legs in invitation. Ilya reached for the oil on the nightstand, his movements hurried, less careful than they usually were, and Shane welcomed the slight burn when Ilya pushed inside him, welcomed the stretch and the fullness and the overwhelming reality of being claimed by this man who had consumed his every waking thought for months.
Ilya moved with a desperation that matched Shane's own, his thrusts hard and fast and aimed perfectly at the spot inside Shane that made him see stars. Shane wrapped his legs around Ilya's waist, pulling him deeper, his hands gripping Ilya's shoulders hard enough to leave marks that would fade before anyone could see them, marks that existed only for them, only for this moment.
"Look at me," Ilya gasped, his rhythm faltering as he got close. "Shane, look at me. I want to see you."
Shane forced his eyes open, meeting Ilya's gaze, and the intimacy of it was almost too much, the way Ilya was looking at him like he was the center of the world, like nothing else existed, like they weren't two young men hiding in a hotel room but two souls that had found each other across impossible distances and were finally, finally, where they belonged.
They came together, Ilya spilling inside him with a groan that Shane swallowed with a kiss, Shane following a moment later with Ilya's hand wrapped around him, his cry muffled against Ilya's shoulder. Ilya collapsed on top of him, heavy and warm and perfect, and Shane held him there, his hands tracing patterns on Ilya's sweat-slicked back, his mind empty of everything except the weight of this man, the smell of him, the reality of him.
"We're going to be late," Shane said eventually, his voice muffled against Ilya's hair.
"I don't care," Ilya replied, not moving, his face still buried in Shane's neck. "Let them wait. Let them wonder where we are."
"They'll know," Shane said, though he didn't push Ilya away, didn't want to break this connection, didn't want to return to the world where they had to be careful. "If we're both late. If we show up together. They'll know."
Ilya lifted himself up on his elbows, looking down at Shane with an expression that was equal parts defiance and fear. "Do you think they don't already suspect? The way we look at each other. The way we find each other on the ice. You think people don't notice?"
Shane felt a chill run down his spine, the post-coital warmth draining away to be replaced by cold reality. "What do you mean?"
"I mean... people talk," Ilya said, rolling off him, sitting up on the edge of the bed with his back to Shane. "In Boston. In the locker room. They make jokes. About us. About why I spend so much time on my phone. About why I don't date. About why I get quiet when your name comes up."
Shane sat up, his hand reaching out to touch Ilya's back, feeling the tension in his muscles. "What kind of jokes?"
"The kind that aren't funny," Ilya said, his voice tight. "The kind that make me want to punch someone. Hammersmith asked me last week if I was fucking you. Said it would explain why I play so hard against Montreal, why I always seem to know where you are on the ice. He was laughing when he said it, like it was a joke, like it was impossible, but... he was watching my face, Shane. He was looking for a reaction."
Shane's hand stilled on Ilya's back, his heart hammering against his ribs. "What did you say?"
"I told him to fuck off," Ilya said, turning to look at him, his eyes dark with worry. "I told him he was an idiot and that I hated you, that you were my rival and nothing more. But I don't know if he believed me. I don't know if anyone believes us anymore."
Shane moved closer, wrapping his arms around Ilya from behind, resting his chin on Ilya's shoulder. "We have to be more careful," he said quietly, hating the words even as he said them. "We have to... I don't know. Act like we hate each other more. Stop looking at each other during games. Stop..."
"I can't," Ilya said, his voice breaking. "I try, Shane. I try to look away, to pretend you don't exist, to treat you like any other player. But I can't. When you're on the ice, you're the only thing I see. When you're in the room, you're the only thing I feel. It's like... it's like trying not to breathe. I can do it for a minute, maybe two, but then my body takes over and I have to look, I have to know where you are, I have to make sure you're okay."
Shane closed his eyes, pressing his face against Ilya's neck, feeling the pulse there, fast and erratic. "I know," he whispered. "I feel the same way. When you got checked into the boards last month, when Carter laid that hit on you in the third period, I thought I was going to lose my mind. I wanted to jump over the boards and kill him. I wanted to... god, Ilya, I wanted to hold you and make sure you were okay and I couldn't, I had to stand there and pretend I didn't care, pretend I was glad you were hurt, and it was the hardest thing I've ever done."
They sat there in silence for a long moment, holding each other, the weight of their situation pressing down on them like a physical force. They were playing a game they couldn't win, trying to hide something that was becoming impossible to hide, trying to love each other in a world that didn't want them to love.
"We should get ready," Ilya said eventually, his voice resigned. "The breakfast."
"Yeah," Shane said, though he didn't move, didn't want to let go, didn't want to put on the suits and the smiles and go downstairs to pretend they were something they weren't.
They showered separately, the urgency of their earlier encounter replaced by a somber practicality. Shane stood under the hot water and tried to wash away the fear, tried to convince himself that they were being paranoid, that no one suspected, that they were safe. But Ilya's words echoed in his head, the image of Hammersmith watching Ilya's face, looking for a reaction, testing the waters. It was only a matter of time. They both knew it was only a matter of time.
The media breakfast was a circus, a round table event where players sat with reporters and answered questions about the season, the All-Star game, their hopes for the playoffs. Shane was seated at a table with three other players from the Western Conference, and he forced himself to laugh at their jokes, to engage in the banter, to seem interested in their stories about fishing trips and off-season training regimens. But his eyes kept finding Ilya across the room, seated at a table near the window, surrounded by reporters who were hanging on his every word.
Ilya looked up, as if he felt Shane's gaze, and their eyes met across the crowded room. It was only a second, maybe two, but it was enough. Enough for Shane to see the exhaustion there, the worry, the love that Ilya was trying so hard to hide. Enough for a reporter at Ilya's table to turn and follow Ilya's gaze, to see where he was looking, to see Shane.
Shane looked away quickly, his heart hammering, his face flushing. He grabbed his water glass and drank deeply, trying to compose himself, trying to remember how to be the Shane Hollander who didn't have secrets, who wasn't in love with his rival, who wasn't living a double life that was getting harder to maintain with every passing day.
"Hollander," one of the reporters at his table said, a woman with sharp eyes and a recorder in her hand. "You and Rozanov are the two youngest players here this weekend. There's been a lot of talk about your rivalry being the future of the league. How would you characterize your relationship off the ice?"
Shane set his glass down carefully, his hand steady despite the way his heart was racing. "We respect each other," he said, his voice even, practiced. "We're competitors. On the ice, we both want to win. Off the ice... we don't really know each other. Different teams, different cities. We see each other at events like this, but that's about it."
The reporter nodded, making notes, and Shane felt a bead of sweat run down his spine. He had lied so many times now, to so many people, that the lies were becoming second nature. But they still tasted like ash in his mouth, still felt like betrayals of the truth that was growing between him and Ilya, the truth that they were everything to each other and nothing to the world.
After the breakfast, there was a skills competition, and Shane participated with mechanical efficiency, winning the fastest skater event by a fraction of a second. He accepted congratulations from his teammates, from the coaches, from the fans who called his name as he walked past, and he smiled and waved and signed autographs and felt like he was drowning in plain sight.
Ilya won the accuracy shooting, his wrist shots finding the corners of the net with a precision that was almost artistic. Shane watched from the bench, unable to look away, unable to stop the pride that swelled in his chest at seeing Ilya succeed, at seeing him shine. Ilya raised his stick to the crowd, his face breaking into that cocky grin that the cameras loved, that the fans loved, and Shane wanted to be the one he was smiling for. Wanted to be the one waiting for him when he came off the ice, wanted to be the one who got to kiss him and tell him how incredible he was.
Instead, he watched from a distance as Ilya was surrounded by teammates and reporters, as he laughed at someone's joke, as he accepted a pat on the back from a veteran player who told him he had a bright future ahead of him.
Shane turned away, his chest tight, and went back to the hotel. He couldn't watch anymore. Couldn't stand the distance between them, the pretense, the constant performance of not caring when he cared more than he had ever cared about anything in his life.
He was lying on the bed, staring at the ceiling, when the door opened. He hadn't given Ilya a key, hadn't even told him his room number, but somehow Ilya was there, closing the door behind him, crossing the room in three long strides and climbing onto the bed beside him.
"How did you find me?" Shane asked, not turning his head, still staring at the ceiling.
"I know you," Ilya said simply, his hand finding Shane's, their fingers intertwining. "I know where you go when you're hurting. When you're scared."
"I'm not scared," Shane lied.
"Yes you are," Ilya said, his voice gentle. "I'm scared too. But I'm here. We're here. And tomorrow we go back to our teams and our cities and our secrets, but tonight... tonight is still ours."
Shane turned his head to look at him, this man who knew him better than anyone had ever known him, who saw through his defenses and his lies and his perfect image to the scared, lonely, grieving person underneath. "I don't want to go back," Shane said, his voice breaking. "I want to stay here. I want to stay in this room with you and never leave. I want... god, Ilya, I want so much more than we can have."
"I know," Ilya said, his eyes bright with unshed tears. "I want it too. I want everything. I want to walk down the street holding your hand. I want to introduce you to my parents as my... as my person. I want to wake up next to you every morning and not have to worry about who might see us, who might tell, who might ruin everything. I want that so much it hurts."
"Then let's do it," Shane said, sitting up, his heart hammering with a sudden, reckless courage. "Let's tell them. Let's tell everyone. I don't care anymore, Ilya. I don't care about the league or the media or my endorsements or any of it. I just care about you. I just want to be with you."
Ilya sat up too, his face pale, his eyes wide. "You don't mean that," he said, his voice barely above a whisper. "You can't mean that. Your career, Shane. Your life. Everything you've worked for..."
"Is nothing without you," Shane finished, the words tumbling out, the truth he had been holding back finally breaking free. "I know that now. I knew it in the... I know it. I can't keep doing this. I can't keep pretending that you're nothing to me. I love you. I love you, and I want everyone to know."
Ilya stared at him, his mouth slightly open, his hands shaking. "Shane..."
"I know it's fast," Shane continued, the words coming faster now, the dam broken. "I know we've only been... whatever we are... for a few months. But I've known you longer than that. I've known you in my heart for years, Ilya. I've loved you for years. And I'm tired of hiding it. I'm tired of being scared."
Ilya reached out, his hand cupping Shane's face, his thumb brushing away a tear that Shane hadn't realized he was crying. "You are the bravest person I know," Ilya said softly. "And I want to say yes. I want to walk out that door with you and tell the world. But... we can't. Not yet. Not now."
"Why?" Shane asked, his voice cracking.
"Because I'm not ready," Ilya admitted, his own tears spilling over now, running down his cheeks. "Because I'm scared. Because I grew up in a place where people like us disappear, where they get beaten in the street and no one cares, where my own father told me that being... that loving men... was the same as being dead. I'm not brave like you, Shane. I'm a coward. I'm terrified."
Shane pulled him close, wrapping his arms around Ilya as he broke down, as the fear and the pressure and the weight of their secret finally became too much to bear. He held him while he cried, rocking him gently, whispering words of comfort that he wasn't sure Ilya could even hear.
"You're not a coward," Shane said when Ilya's tears had slowed, when he was just hiccupping against Shane's shoulder, his face wet and blotchy. "You're the bravest person I know. You left your home, your country, everything you knew, to play hockey. You built a life here. You learned a new language, a new culture. You face down guys twice your size every night and you never back down. You're not scared, Ilya. You're human. And it's okay to be scared."
"I want to be brave for you," Ilya said, his voice muffled against Shane's shirt. "I want to be the person you need me to be."
"You are," Shane said, pulling back to look at him, to wipe the tears from his face with his thumbs. "You are exactly who I need you to be. And we'll wait. We'll wait until you're ready. However long it takes."
Ilya looked at him, his eyes red-rimmed but clear, and nodded. "Okay," he said softly. "Okay. We wait. But... not forever. I promise. Not forever."
They made love that night with a desperation that was different from before, not just the desperation of wanting but the desperation of knowing how fragile this was, how temporary, how easily it could be taken away. Ilya took his time, preparing Shane with agonizing care, stretching him open with fingers that trembled slightly, watching his face for any sign of discomfort. When he finally pushed inside, they both groaned, the fullness and the heat and the connection feeling like a revelation, like something holy.
They moved slowly, Ilya setting a pace that was almost torturous in its deliberation, pulling out almost completely before pushing back in, making Shane feel every inch of him, making him beg for more, for harder, for faster. But Ilya refused to rush, refused to give up this control, his eyes locked on Shane's as he moved, as he claimed him, as he made Shane feel owned in a way that was terrifying and perfect and absolutely necessary.
"I love you," Ilya whispered as he moved, the words a mantra, a prayer, a promise. "I love you, I love you, I love you."
Shane came with those words ringing in his ears, his body tightening around Ilya and pulling him over the edge. Ilya spilled inside him with a groan that sounded like surrender, like finally letting go of the fear and the doubt and the pretense, like accepting that this was real and it was worth everything they were risking.
They fell asleep tangled together, Ilya still inside him, their bodies too exhausted to separate, their hearts beating in time. Shane dreamed that night, but not of the past, not of the life he had lost. He dreamed of the future, of a day when they didn't have to hide, when they could walk down the street together, when they could build a life that was real and solid and theirs. He dreamed of Ilya's smile in the sunlight, of his hand in Shane's where everyone could see, of a love that didn't have to be a secret.
When he woke up, Ilya was already dressed, sitting on the edge of the bed with his back to him, his shoulders tense. Shane reached out, his hand touching Ilya's back, and felt him flinch.
"We have to go," Ilya said, not turning around. "Flights leave in two hours."
"I know," Shane said, sitting up, the sheet falling away from his chest. "Ilya... look at me."
Ilya turned, and his face was a mask, closed off and distant in a way that Shane hadn't seen since before Toronto. "What?"
"Don't do that," Shane said, his heart aching. "Don't shut me out. Not now."
"I'm not," Ilya said, but his voice was cold, mechanical. "I'm being realistic. We have to go back to our lives, Shane. We have to... we have to remember how to be what we were before."
"And what were we?" Shane asked, his voice rising. "Rivals? Enemies? Strangers? Is that what you want?"
"I want you to be safe," Ilya said, his voice cracking slightly, the mask slipping. "I want us to be safe. And I don't know how to do that if we... if we keep doing this. If we keep taking risks."
"So that's it?" Shane asked, his chest tight with panic. "We go back to Boston and Montreal and pretend this never happened? Pretend we don't love each other?"
"No," Ilya said quickly, reaching out to take Shane's hand, his grip tight, desperate. "No, never that. We keep going. We keep this. But we have to be smarter, Shane. We have to be more careful. No more looking at each other during games. No more texts that could be found. No more... no more risks."
Shane looked at their joined hands, at the way Ilya's fingers were white-knuckled around his, and nodded slowly. "Okay," he said quietly. "Okay. We play the long game."
"The long game," Ilya repeated, and something flashed in his eyes, something that looked like recognition, like the words meant something more than what Shane had intended. But it was gone before Shane could identify it, replaced by the careful neutrality that Ilya wore like armor.
They packed in silence, dressed in silence, checked out of the hotel separately with a thirty-minute gap between them. Shane watched from a coffee shop across the street as Ilya emerged, his hood pulled up, his eyes scanning the crowd before he slid into a waiting car. He didn't look up, didn't see Shane watching, didn't offer a final glance or a secret sign.
Shane finished his coffee, cold and bitter, and called a cab to take him to the airport. The long game, he thought. They were playing the long game. And he had to believe that they would win, that the end would be worth the years of secrecy and fear, that someday they would look back on this moment and remember it as the beginning, not the end.
He pulled out his phone and typed a message, knowing he shouldn't, knowing it was a risk, but unable to stop himself.
I love you. Whatever happens. I love you.
He waited until he was on the plane, until they were in the air, before he let himself look at the response.
I love you too. Always.
Shane closed his eyes and let the tears fall, silent and hot, tracking down his face to disappear into the collar of his shirt. They were going to make it. They had to make it. Because the alternative, a life without Ilya, was no life at all.
The plane carried him back to Montreal, back to his real life, back to the careful construction of Shane Hollander, hockey star, perfect son, media darling. But underneath it all, in the secret places of his heart where no one could see, he was Ilya's. He had always been Ilya's. And someday, somehow, the world would know.






      

  












      Chapter 8: Chapter 8: The Edge of the Knife
  








  April arrived in Montreal with a cruelty that seemed personal, the last stubborn piles of snow refusing to melt into the gutters, the wind cutting through jackets that had been adequate in November but now felt like tissue paper against the persistent cold. Shane stood at the window of his apartment, watching the city slog through the final weeks of winter, and he felt the season in his bones, the exhaustion that came from eighty-two games played at a pace that would have killed lesser men, the accumulation of bruises and sprains and the particular mental fatigue that came from maintaining a lie for so long that it had started to feel like the truth.
The Montreal Voyageurs had made the playoffs, clinching their spot with three games to spare, and the city was buzzing with a cautious optimism that felt like electricity in the air. Every sports bar was packed, every conversation turned to matchups and seeding and the eternal question of whether this was the year the Cup would finally come back to Quebec. Shane should have been excited. He should have been focused, dialed in, ready for the intensity of playoff hockey that he remembered from the dreams, the long runs and the sudden death overtimes and the way the city had felt like it was holding its collective breath for months on end.
 But he couldn’t focus. Couldn’t think about anything except the fact that Boston had also made the playoffs, that they were the two seed in the Atlantic, that if Montreal got past Ottawa in the first round, they would face the Bears in the second. They would face Ilya. And the thought of playing against him now, of having to look at him across the ice and pretend he didn't know the weight of him in bed, the sound of his voice when he was desperate, the way he tasted when Shane kissed him, was enough to make Shane want to throw up.
It had been ten weeks since San Jose. Ten weeks of careful distance, of texts deleted immediately, of phone calls made from burner phones that Shane bought with cash and threw away after a single use. Ten weeks of not looking at Ilya during games, of passing him in hallways with nothing more than a nod, of learning to hate the distance even as he maintained it because it was the only way to keep them safe.
But safety was starting to feel like suffocation.
Shane's phone buzzed on the coffee table, and he crossed the room in three long strides, his heart hammering against his ribs before he even saw the screen. It was a number he didn't recognize, which meant it was Ilya, calling from yet another disposable phone.
"Hey," Shane said, his voice rough with disuse. He had been home for three hours, had spoken to no one, had sat in the silence until it felt like it was pressing against his skull.
"Hey," Ilya replied, and his voice sounded tired too, worn down in a way that made Shane want to reach through the phone and hold him. "You alone?"
"Yeah. Just got home from practice. You?"
"In my car. Driving back from the rink. Needed to hear your voice."
Shane closed his eyes, pressing the phone harder against his ear as if he could somehow get closer to him through the connection. "I miss you," he said, the words coming out ragged, broken. "I miss you so much I can't breathe sometimes."
"I know," Ilya said, and Shane could hear the pain in his voice, could picture him gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles, his jaw tight. "I miss you too. Every day. It's getting harder, Shane. Not easier. I thought it would get easier but it's getting harder."
"Then stop," Shane said, his eyes still closed, his free hand clenched into a fist at his side. "Stop trying to be careful. Stop trying to hide. Come here. Come to Montreal. I'll leave the door unlocked. I'll..."
"I can't," Ilya interrupted, his voice sharp with frustration. "You know we can’t. We have playoffs starting in five days. Ottawa is scouting us. Boston is scouting us. If I disappear for a night, if anyone sees me in Montreal…"
"I know," Shane said, the words tasting like ash. "I know. I'm sorry. I just... I need you, Ilya. I need you here. I need to touch you. I need to make sure you're real."
"I'm real," Ilya said softly, his voice gentling. "I'm here. I'm not going anywhere."
They were both lying. They both knew they were both lying. But Shane let it stand because the alternative was admitting that this was breaking them, that the distance was doing more damage than any exposure ever could.
"Ottawa," Ilya said after a moment of silence. "You're playing them in the first round."
"Yeah," Shane said, opening his eyes, staring out at the gray sky. "Game one on Thursday."
"I'll be watching," Ilya said. "Every game. I'll be watching."
"Don't," Shane said, surprising himself. "Don't watch. I don't want you to see me like that. I don't want you to see me pretending to be someone I'm not."
"I have to watch," Ilya said. "I have to know you're okay. I have to see you, even if it's just on a screen. It's the only way I can... god, Shane, it's the only way I can survive this."
Shane felt tears prick at his eyes, hot and unwelcome. He was crying too much lately, crying in the shower where no one could hear him, crying into his pillow at night, crying at stoplights when he thought about how long it had been since he had touched Ilya's face, since he had kissed him, since he had felt anything other than this constant, grinding loneliness.
"I dreamed about the playoffs last night," Shane said, changing the subject because he couldn't bear to talk about the distance anymore, couldn't bear to acknowledge how much it was hurting. "In the dream. We were playing each other. Conference finals. Game seven. You scored in overtime and I... I was so proud of you. Even though we lost. I was proud of you."
Ilya was quiet for a long moment, the silence stretching between them like a wire pulled taut. "Who won the Cup that year?" he asked eventually, his voice careful, curious in a way that made Shane's stomach tighten.
"Chicago," Shane said, the memory rising up unbidden, clear as daylight. "They beat Boston in six. You were... you were devastated. I held you for three days after. Wouldn't let anyone else near you."
"Shane," Ilya said, his voice strange, thick. "How do you know these things? How do you remember things that haven't happened?"
Shane felt the familiar panic rise up, the fear that had been his constant companion since he had woken up in that hospital bed. He had never told Ilya the truth about the coma, about the dreams, about the eleven years of marriage and children and a life that existed only in his damaged brain. He had never found the words, had never figured out how to explain without sounding insane, without risking the fragile connection they had built.
"I just know," Shane said carefully, his heart hammering. "I can't explain it. I just... I know things. About us. About what we could be. About what we will be, if we can just get through this."
"If you know things," Ilya said slowly, his voice dropping to a whisper, "then tell me something. Tell me something that will happen. Something that hasn't happened yet. So I can believe you. So I can... so I can hold onto something."
Shane thought about it, his mind racing through the memories, the dreams, the timeline that was already shifting and changing because they were doing things differently, because they were accelerating the future, because nothing was happening the way it had in the dream. But some things were inevitable. Some things had to happen.
"Next season," Shane said, his voice steady despite the fear. "You'll get hurt. Not badly, not permanently, but you'll miss six weeks. A knee. Someone will go low on you in front of the net. You'll be scared that it's over, that you'll never play again, and you'll call me in the middle of the night and I'll... I'll come to you. I'll be there. I'll hold you until you believe that it's going to be okay."
Ilya was silent for so long that Shane thought he had hung up, or that the call had dropped, or that he had finally said too much and Ilya had decided he was crazy after all.
"Okay," Ilya said finally, his voice barely audible. "Okay. I'll remember that. When it happens. I'll remember that you knew."
"It will happen," Shane said, relief flooding through him that Ilya hadn't run, hadn't called him a liar, hadn't hung up and changed his number and disappeared from his life forever. "I promise. And I'll be there. I promise I'll be there."
They talked for another hour, until Ilya got home and had to go inside, until the risk of being caught on the phone became too great. They talked about nothing, about everything, about the movies they had seen and the books they had read and the stupid things their teammates had said in practice. They talked like normal people, like lovers who had all the time in the world, like the distance between them was just a minor inconvenience and not a chasm that threatened to swallow them both whole.
When they hung up, Shane felt the silence rush back in, louder and more oppressive than before. He sat on the couch and stared at the wall and tried to remember how to be a person without Ilya, tried to remember who he had been before the coma, before the dreams, before he had known what it felt like to be truly known.
He couldn't remember. He didn't want to remember. He wanted this, wanted the pain and the longing and the desperate hope, because it meant that what they had was real, that it mattered, that it was worth fighting for even when the fighting felt impossible.
The playoffs started with a violence that shocked even Shane, who had thought he was prepared for the intensity of postseason hockey. Ottawa came at them with everything they had, hitting everything that moved, turning every game into a battle of attrition that left Shane bruised and bleeding and exhausted in ways that regular season hockey never had.
They split the first two games in Montreal, then traveled to Ottawa for games three and four. Shane played through a hip pointer that made every stride feel like someone was stabbing him with a knife, through a cut above his eye that required ten stitches and still leaked blood every time he took a hit. He played because he had to, because the team needed him, because stopping was not an option.
But every night, when he got back to the hotel room and peeled off his equipment and stood under the shower until the water ran cold, he thought about Ilya. He thought about the fact that Ilya was watching, somewhere, seeing him like this, seeing the cost of the game written on his body in Technicolor. He thought about the fact that Ilya couldn't call him, couldn't text him, couldn't do anything but watch and worry and wait.
Montreal won game three in overtime, Hayden Pike scoring on a rebound that had the entire team piling onto him in the corner until the refs broke it up. They lost game four, a heartbreaking one-goal defeat that turned on a questionable penalty call and left Shane staring at the ceiling of his hotel room until dawn, replaying every shift, every decision, every moment where he could have done more.
Back in Montreal for game five, the series tied at two games apiece, Shane felt the weight of the city pressing down on him. The fans were desperate, hungry for a championship after years of coming up short, and they looked at Shane like he was the answer to their prayers, like he could carry them to the promised land through sheer force of will.
He wanted to tell them that he was barely carrying himself. That he was running on fumes, on adrenaline, on the memory of Ilya's voice telling him that he was proud of him, that he was watching, that he was there even when he wasn't.
They won game five, Shane scoring the game-winner on a power play in the third period, a wrist shot that beat the Ottawa goalie high on the glove side. The arena erupted, the sound so loud that Shane felt it in his teeth, in his bones, in his soul. His teammates mobbed him against the boards, hugging him, pounding him on the back, and Shane smiled and laughed and celebrated because it was expected, because it was what Shane Hollander was supposed to do.
But inside, he was thinking about the fact that if they won the series, they would play Boston. They would play Ilya. And he didn't know how he was going to survive it.
Ottawa forced game six, winning in their own building with a desperation that bordered on madness, and suddenly the series was tied again, three games each, and everything came down to game seven in Montreal. The city was electric, unhinged, a powder keg of expectation and fear that made the air feel charged.
Shane didn't sleep the night before. He lay in bed and stared at the ceiling and thought about the dream, about the conference finals, about the fact that this wasn't supposed to happen yet. In the dream, Montreal had lost to Ottawa in the second round, had been eliminated in five games, and Shane had spent the rest of the playoffs watching from home, waiting for Ilya's run to end, waiting for the season to be over so they could finally be together.
But this was different. They were winning. They were going to win. And that meant everything was changing, the timeline shifting beneath his feet like sand, and he didn't know what that meant for the future they were supposed to have together.
Game seven was a war. Shane played the best hockey of his life, skating until his legs were numb, hitting until his shoulders screamed, scoring two goals including the empty-netter that sealed the victory with thirty seconds left on the clock. When the final horn sounded, when the confetti rained down and the fans screamed until they were hoarse, Shane found himself on the ice with tears streaming down his face, overwhelmed by the emotion of it, by the relief, by the knowledge that they had done it, that they were moving on, that he was going to see Ilya again in a context that mattered.
The second round matchup was set. Montreal vs. Boston. Shane vs. Ilya. The rivalry that the league had been waiting for, the storyline that would dominate sports coverage for the next two weeks, the thing that Shane had been dreading and craving in equal measure since the moment he had woken up from the coma.
He got a text that night, the first one in weeks, from a number he didn't recognize. Just two words.
See you soon.
Shane read it a hundred times, his heart hammering, his hands shaking. See you soon. In the context of a playoff series that would be brutal and physical and played under the brightest lights the sport had to offer. See you soon, when they would have to pretend to hate each other, when they would have to hit each other, when the whole world would be watching to see who would win the battle of the young superstars.
He didn't sleep. He couldn't. He lay in bed and thought about Ilya, about the way he would look in a Boston jersey, about the way his eyes would find Shane's across the ice, about the fact that after the game, when everyone was gone, they might have five minutes alone, five minutes to touch, to breathe, to remember why they were doing this.
The series started in Boston, and Shane stepped off the bus into a city that hated him with a passion that was almost admirable. The fans screamed obscenities at him as he walked into the arena, held up signs with his face crossed out, chanted things that would have been shocking if he hadn't been expecting them. He kept his head down, his eyes forward, his face a mask of professional indifference.
Inside, the arena was a cauldron of noise, the pre-game introductions deafening, the energy electric and hostile. Shane went through his routine, taping his sticks, lacing his skates, listening to the coaches' final instructions, but his eyes kept finding the other end of the ice, kept finding Ilya, who was going through his own routine with a focus that looked like anger.
They didn't look at each other during warm-ups. Didn't acknowledge each other's existence. But Shane could feel him, could feel the weight of his gaze even when he wasn't looking, could feel the connection between them like a live wire that spanned the distance of the ice.
The game started, and Shane forgot about everything except the play. Forgot about Ilya, forgot about the dreams, forgot about the secret that was burning a hole in his chest. He played with a ferocity that surprised even himself, hitting everything that moved, backchecking with a desperation that left him gasping for air, driving to the net with a recklessness that earned him a shove from Cliff Marlow after the whistle and a warning from the ref.
Boston won game one, a tight one-goal affair that turned on a lucky bounce in the third period. Shane scored, but it wasn't enough, and he sat in the locker room after with a towel over his head, listening to the coaches talk about adjustments, about staying the course, about not panicking after one game.
He didn't panic. He was too tired to panic. He was too busy trying to remember how to breathe without Ilya, too busy trying to survive the physicality of playoff hockey, too busy trying to be the player everyone expected him to be.
After the game, after the media obligations, after the bus ride back to the hotel, Shane was walking down the hallway to his room when a door opened and a hand shot out and pulled him inside.
He didn't have time to react, didn't have time to be afraid, before Ilya was kissing him, pushing him against the wall, his hands everywhere, his mouth hot and desperate and tasting like mint and desperation.
"Ilya," Shane gasped when they broke apart, his heart hammering so hard he thought it might burst through his chest. "What are you... how did you..."
"Shut up," Ilya said, kissing him again, his hands framing Shane's face, holding him still. "Just shut up and let me... god, Shane, I can't... I can't do this. I can't watch you out there and not... not touch you. Not hold you."
"Ilya," Shane said again, but he was kissing him back, his hands finding Ilya's waist, pulling him closer, feeling the solid reality of him after weeks of nothing but dreams and phone calls. "We can't. If someone sees... if someone knows..."
"I don't care," Ilya said, his voice breaking. "I don't care anymore. I need you. I need you now."
They moved to the bed without speaking, tearing at each other's clothes with a desperation that bordered on violence. Shane didn't care about the consequences, didn't care about the risk, didn't care about anything except the fact that Ilya was here, was real, was his. He needed this, needed it like he needed air, like he needed water, like he needed the blood pumping through his veins.
Ilya pushed him down onto the bed and climbed on top of him, his eyes dark with hunger, his body trembling with the effort of holding back. "I watched you tonight," Ilya said, his voice rough, his hands tracing the bruises on Shane's chest, the cuts on his shoulders. "I watched you play like you were trying to die out there. And I wanted to jump over the boards and grab you and shake you and tell you to be careful. Tell you that you have to be careful because you're mine and I can't... I can't lose you."
"I'm here," Shane said, reaching up to touch Ilya's face, to trace the lines of worry there, to try to smooth them away. "I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere."
Ilya made a sound like a sob and then he was kissing him again, his hands moving down Shane's body with a purpose that made Shane arch off the bed, made him beg for more, for harder, for now. Ilya didn't make him wait, didn't tease him, didn't draw it out. He prepared him quickly, efficiently, his fingers pressing deep and finding the spot that made Shane see stars, and then he was pushing inside, filling him, completing him in a way that nothing else ever had or ever could.
They moved together with a rhythm that was as familiar as breathing, Ilya's hips snapping against Shane's ass with a force that drove the air from his lungs, that made him cry out despite his best efforts to be quiet. Ilya covered his mouth with his hand, his eyes locked on Shane's, and the intimacy of it was almost too much, the way he was looking at him like he was trying to memorize him, like he was trying to burn this moment into his brain so he could carry it with him when they had to go back to pretending.
Shane came with Ilya's hand on his mouth, his body tightening around Ilya and pulling him over the edge. Ilya spilled inside him with a groan that he muffled against Shane's shoulder, his body shaking with the force of his release, his arms wrapping around Shane and holding him so tight that Shane could barely breathe.
They lay there for a long time, tangled together, neither of them willing to break the connection, neither of them willing to return to the reality that was waiting just outside the door. Ilya's face was pressed against Shane's neck, his breath hot and damp against Shane's skin, and Shane could feel the wetness there that might have been sweat or might have been tears.
"I can't do this anymore," Ilya whispered eventually, his voice muffled. "I can't be without you. I can't pretend that you're just... just someone I play against. You're not. You're everything. And I'm dying, Shane. I'm dying without you."
Shane held him tighter, his own eyes burning with tears he couldn't shed. "I know," he said, his voice breaking. "I know. I'm dying too."
"We have to tell someone," Ilya said, lifting his head to look at Shane, his eyes red-rimmed and desperate. "We have to tell... I don't know. Someone we trust. Someone who can help us. Because I can't... I can't keep this secret by myself anymore. It's killing me."
"Who?" Shane asked, his heart hammering. "Who can we tell? Who would understand? Who wouldn't... who wouldn't use it against us?"
"I don't know," Ilya admitted, his face crumpling. "I don't know. But we have to figure it out. Because I can't... I won't... I can't lose you. Not again. Not anymore."
Shane pulled him down, kissing him softly, tasting the salt of tears on his lips. "Okay," he whispered against Ilya's mouth. "Okay. We'll figure it out. Together."
They stayed together until the early hours of the morning, making love again, slower this time, with a reverence that felt like a promise. Ilya moved inside him with a gentleness that was devastating, his eyes never leaving Shane's, his hands tracing patterns on Shane's skin like he was trying to write a language only they could understand.
When Ilya finally left, slipping out the door with a final kiss and a whispered promise, Shane lay in the dark and felt the emptiness rush back in, colder and more suffocating than before. They had crossed a line tonight, he knew. They had gone from careful to reckless, from secret to exposed, and it was only a matter of time before someone noticed, before someone saw, before the house of cards they had built came tumbling down around them.
But as he lay there, staring at the ceiling, Shane found that he couldn't bring himself to care about the consequences. Whatever happened, whatever price they had to pay, it would be worth it. Because for a few hours, he had been whole. He had been loved. He had been Ilya's.
And that was worth any cost.






      

  












      Chapter 9: Chapter 9: The Breaking Point
  








  The Montreal Voyageurs lost game two in Boston by a score of four to two, a deflating defeat that left the series tied at one game apiece and Shane sitting in the visitor's locker room with his head in his hands, wondering how he was supposed to survive another two weeks of this. His body ached in ways that felt permanent, deep bruises that had settled into his hips and lower back, a shoulder that screamed every time he lifted his stick, and a heart that felt like it had been put through a meat grinder.
He had seen Ilya for exactly forty-five minutes in the early hours of the morning before game two, a stolen moment that had left him more wrecked than whole, more desperate than satisfied. They had made love with the desperation of men who knew their time was running out, who could feel the walls closing in around them, and when Ilya had left, slipping out into the hallway with nothing more than a whispered goodbye and a promise to text, Shane had felt the absence like a physical wound.
Now, sitting in the silence of the locker room while his teammates showered and dressed and made plans for the flight back to Montreal, Shane felt the weight of their secret pressing down on him with an intensity that made it hard to breathe. They couldn't keep doing this. They had said it to each other a hundred times, had acknowledged the impossibility of their situation, but acknowledging it and solving it were two different things. They were trapped in a maze with no exit, running in circles while the walls got closer and closer.
Hayden Pike dropped onto the bench beside him, his hair still wet from the shower, his face drawn with exhaustion. "Rough game," he said, his voice low, meant only for Shane. "You okay? You look like hell."
"I'm fine," Shane said automatically, the lie rolling off his tongue with practiced ease.
"Bullshit," Hayden said, not unkindly. "You've looked like hell for months. Since before the playoffs started. Since..." he paused, his eyes narrowing slightly. "Since All-Star weekend, maybe? Around then?"
Shane felt his stomach tighten, a cold spike of fear shooting down his spine. He forced himself to meet Hayden's gaze, to keep his expression neutral, to not give anything away. "Just tired," he said. "Playoffs are hard. I'm not sleeping well."
"Because of Rozanov?" Hayden asked, and the question hit Shane like a physical blow, making him flinch before he could stop himself.
"What?" Shane asked, his voice coming out strangled, too high, wrong.
"Because of Rozanov," Hayden repeated, his voice still low, still careful. "Because you two have... whatever you have. The rivalry. The thing that makes you both crazy whenever you play each other. I'm not stupid, Shane. I've seen the way you look at him. I've seen the way he looks at you. And I'm not the only one who's noticed."
Shane felt the blood drain from his face, felt his hands start to shake where they rested on his knees. He wanted to deny it, wanted to laugh it off, wanted to tell Hayden he was imagining things and that Shane was just focused on the game and that there was nothing, absolutely nothing, between him and Ilya Rozanov except professional respect and competitive animosity.
But he was so tired. So tired of lying, so tired of hiding, so tired of carrying this weight alone. And Hayden was looking at him with something that looked like concern, like genuine friendship, like the possibility of safety.
"Hayden," Shane said, his voice barely above a whisper. "I need to tell you something. But you have to promise me... you have to swear to me... that you won't tell anyone. That you won't... that you won't hate me."
Hayden's expression shifted, the suspicion giving way to something softer, something protective. "Shane," he said, his hand coming to rest on Shane's shoulder. "Whatever it is, I'm your friend. I'm not going to hate you. I'm not going to tell anyone. You can trust me."
Shane looked at him, really looked at him, trying to see any sign of deception, any hint that this was a trap, that Hayden was fishing for information to sell to the media or use against him. But all he saw was Hayden Pike, his teammate, his friend, the guy who had sat next to him on countless bus rides and plane flights, who had shared meals and victories and defeats, who had never given him any reason not to trust him.
"I'm in love with him," Shane said, the words tumbling out in a rush, the truth finally breaking free after months of containment. "Ilya. Rozanov. I'm in love with him. And he... he loves me too. We've been... we've been seeing each other. Secretly. Since last year. Since before the All-Star game."
Hayden's hand tightened on Shane's shoulder, his eyes widening, his mouth opening slightly in shock. For a long moment, he didn't say anything, just stared at Shane with an expression that Shane couldn't read, couldn't interpret, and the silence stretched between them like a rubber band pulled to its breaking point.
"Jesus," Hayden said eventually, his voice barely audible. "Jesus, Shane. Are you... are you serious?"
"Yes," Shane said, his voice breaking. "I'm serious. I know it's... I know it's crazy. I know it's dangerous. I know we could lose everything. But I can't help it. I love him. I've loved him since... god, since before I can even remember. And I tried to stop, I tried to stay away, but I can't. I can't be without him."
Hayden was quiet for another long moment, his hand still on Shane's shoulder, his eyes searching Shane's face for something. Then, slowly, he pulled Shane into a hug, wrapping his arms around him and holding him tight, and Shane felt something inside him crack, some wall that he had built to protect himself coming tumbling down, and he found himself crying into Hayden's shoulder, great heaving sobs that he had been holding back for months, years maybe.
"It's okay," Hayden whispered, his hand patting Shane's back awkwardly, like he wasn't sure how to comfort someone who was falling apart. "It's okay. I've got you. You're okay."
"I'm sorry," Shane gasped when he could breathe again, pulling back, wiping his face with his hands. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have... I shouldn't have dumped that on you. I shouldn't have told you. Now you're... now you're involved. Now you know. And if anyone finds out..."
"Hey," Hayden said, his voice firm, his hands gripping Shane's shoulders. "Look at me. Look at me, Shane. I'm not going to tell anyone. I swear to god. This is... this is huge, okay? This is big. And I'm not going to pretend I understand it, because I don't. I don't understand how you could fall in love with Rozanov of all people. The guy's a tool. But... if you love him, if he loves you, then... that's something. That's real. And I'm not going to be the one who ruins that for you."
Shane stared at him, his vision blurred with tears, his chest heaving with the aftermath of his breakdown. "You mean that?" he asked, his voice small, broken. "You really mean that?"
"Yeah," Hayden said, his expression serious, sincere. "I mean it. But Shane... you can't keep doing this. You can't keep playing like you did tonight. You're going to get hurt. Or you're going to hurt someone else. You were reckless out there. You were playing like you had a death wish. And if you keep this up, if you keep trying to hide this and play at the same time, something bad is going to happen."
"I know," Shane said, his shoulders slumping. "I know. We were going to tell someone. We were going to find someone we could trust. I just... I didn't know who. I didn't know where to start."
"Start with me," Hayden said. "Tell me everything. Tell me how this happened. Tell me what you need. And we'll figure it out. Together."
So Shane told him. He told him about the coma, about the dreams, about the eleven years of a life that had never happened but that felt more real than the life he was living. He told him about waking up and grieving a husband who didn't know him, about the months of secret texts and stolen moments, about the hotel rooms and the fear and the overwhelming love that had consumed him completely.
Hayden listened without interrupting, his expression shifting from shock to confusion to something that looked like awe. When Shane finished, when he had emptied himself of all the secrets he had been carrying, Hayden sat back and ran his hands through his hair and let out a long, low whistle.
"That's... that's insane," Hayden said. "The coma. The dreams. You actually believe you saw the future? That you lived a whole life with him?"
"I know how it sounds," Shane said, his face flushing with embarrassment. "I know it sounds crazy. But it's true. I know things about him that I shouldn't know. I know things that are going to happen. And I love him, Hayden. I love him in a way that doesn't make sense, in a way that I can't explain. He's... he's my person. My other half. And I don't know how to live without him."
Hayden was quiet for a long time, staring at the floor, processing everything Shane had told him. Then he looked up, his eyes meeting Shane's with a determination that Shane hadn't expected.
"Okay," Hayden said. "Okay. Here's what we're going to do. You're going to get through this series. You're going to play your best, and you're going to try not to die out there. And when it's over, win or lose, you're going to figure this out. You're going to tell him... Rozanov... that you told me. And you're going to figure out who else you can trust. Because you can't do this alone, Shane. You need help. You need people who have your back."
"Thank you," Shane said, his voice thick with gratitude. "Thank you, Hayden. I don't... I don't know how to thank you."
"Don't thank me yet," Hayden said, standing up, offering Shane a hand to pull him up. "We still have to win this series. And you still have to play against the guy you're secretly dating without letting the entire world know that you're secretly dating. So... no pressure."
Shane laughed, the sound slightly hysterical, slightly broken, but real. It felt good to laugh. It felt good to not be alone.
They flew back to Montreal that night, and Shane slept on the plane with Hayden sitting beside him, watching over him, keeping his secret safe. When they landed, Shane texted Ilya from a burner phone, a simple message that said *I told Hayden. He's with us. He's safe.*
The response came an hour later, while Shane was lying in his own bed, staring at the ceiling. *Okay. I told Cliff.*
Shane sat up, his heart hammering. Cliff Marlow. Ilya's teammate, his friend, the guy who had been with him since they were teenagers playing junior hockey together. If Cliff knew, then they had crossed another line, taken another step toward the exposure they had been trying so hard to avoid.
*Is he safe?* Shane typed back.
*Yes,* Ilya replied. *He said he always knew. Said I was obvious. Said he was waiting for me to tell him.*
Shane laughed, the sound startled out of him, and he felt some of the tension drain from his shoulders. They weren't alone anymore. They had allies. They had people who knew, who understood, who would protect them.
It wasn't everything. It wasn't the freedom they wanted, the life they dreamed of. But it was something. It was a crack in the wall, a place where the light could get in.
The series moved to Montreal for games three and four, and the energy in the Bell Centre was electric, the fans desperate for a win, the city hungry for a championship. Shane played game three like a man possessed, scoring a hat trick and leading the Voyageurs to a five to three victory that put them up two games to one in the series.
After the game, after the interviews and the celebrations and the exhaustion, Shane found himself alone in the hallway near the locker room, his equipment bag slung over his shoulder, his body screaming for rest. He was about to head to the bus when a door opened and Ilya stepped out, alone, unaccompanied, his eyes finding Shane's immediately.
They stared at each other for a long moment, the distance between them feeling like miles and inches all at once. Then Ilya moved, crossing the space between them in three long strides, and Shane met him halfway, their bodies colliding in a dark corner of the hallway where the cameras couldn't see, where no one was watching.
"Hi," Ilya breathed, his hands coming up to frame Shane's face, his thumbs tracing the lines of exhaustion there.
"Hi," Shane replied, leaning into the touch, his eyes closing briefly at the relief of it, at the rightness of being touched by this man after days of deprivation.
"You told Hayden," Ilya said, not a question, just a statement.
"Yeah," Shane said. ""He knows about us. He's... he's with us."
"Cliff knows too," Ilya said, his voice low, careful. "He said he's known for years. Said I was never good at hiding how I felt about you. Said everyone on the team knows, they just don't know that you... that we..."
"That we what?" Shane asked, opening his eyes, meeting Ilya's gaze.
"That we love each other," Ilya said softly. "That we're together. They think it's one-sided. They think I hate you and you don't know. Or that we have some kind of... rivalry crush. They don't know it's real."
"Do they suspect?" Shane asked, his stomach tightening.
"I don't know," Ilya admitted. "Maybe. Probably. But they don't know. Not for sure."
They stood there in silence, holding each other, breathing each other in, and Shane felt the exhaustion of the past months catching up with him, felt the weight of the secret and the series and the dreams all pressing down on him at once.
"I need you," Shane said, his voice breaking. "Tonight. After the game tomorrow. I need you."
"I know," Ilya said, his forehead dropping to rest against Shane's. "I need you too. I'll come to you. After game four. Win or lose. I'll come."
"Promise?"
"Promise."
They parted after that, before they could be seen, before the risk became too great. Shane walked to the bus with his heart full and his body aching, and he slept that night without dreaming, without the memories of a life that had never happened. He just slept, deep and dark and restful, and woke up ready for game four.
Game four was a bloodbath. Boston came out with a ferocity that shocked even Shane, hitting everything that moved, turning the game into a battle of attrition that left both teams battered and bleeding. Ilya scored two goals, including the game-winner in the third period, and when the final horn sounded, the series was tied at two games apiece, and Shane felt the disappointment like a physical blow.
But underneath the disappointment, underneath the exhaustion and the frustration, there was anticipation. Because Ilya had promised. And Ilya always kept his promises.
Shane went back to his apartment instead of going out with the team, pleading exhaustion, pleading the need to rest for game five. Hayden covered for him, telling everyone that Shane was sick, that he had food poisoning, that he shouldn't be disturbed. And Shane waited, sitting in the dark of his living room, his heart hammering, his body tense with anticipation.
Ilya arrived at midnight, slipping in through the door that Shane had left unlocked, his hood pulled up, his eyes darting around the room as if checking for threats. When he saw that they were alone, that it was safe, he let out a breath and pulled off his hood and crossed the room to where Shane was standing.
"Hi," he said softly.
"Hi," Shane replied.
And then they were kissing, falling into each other with a desperation that spoke of days apart, of games played against each other, of the constant, grinding pressure of the secret they were keeping. Ilya pushed Shane against the wall, his hands everywhere, his mouth hot and demanding, and Shane welcomed it, welcomed the roughness, the urgency, the proof that Ilya was here, was real, was his.
They made it to the bedroom somehow, shedding clothes as they went, leaving a trail of fabric from the living room to the hall. By the time they reached the bed, they were both naked, both hard, both trembling with need.
Ilya pushed Shane down onto the bed and climbed on top of him, his eyes dark with hunger, his body trembling slightly with the effort of holding back. "I watched you tonight," Ilya said, his voice rough. "I watched you play and I wanted to stop, wanted to let you win, wanted to do anything to make you happy. But I couldn't. I had to beat you. I had to..."
"I know," Shane said, reaching up to touch Ilya's face, to trace the lines of worry there. "I wanted to let you win too. I wanted... god, Ilya, I wanted to just skate over to your bench and kiss you in front of everyone and tell them all that I love you and I don't care who knows."
"Ilya made a sound like a sob and then he was kissing him again, his hands moving down Shane's body with a purpose that made Shane arch off the bed. He prepared Shane quickly, efficiently, his fingers pressing deep and finding the spot that made Shane see stars, and then he was pushing inside, filling him, completing him in a way that nothing else ever had or ever could.
They moved together with a rhythm that was as familiar as breathing, Ilya's hips snapping against Shane's ass with a force that drove the air from his lungs. Shane wrapped his legs around Ilya's waist, pulling him deeper, his hands gripping Ilya's shoulders hard enough to leave marks that would fade before anyone could see them.
"I love you," Ilya gasped as he moved, the words a mantra, a prayer. "I love you, I love you, I love you."
"I love you too," Shane replied, his voice breaking. "Always. Forever."
They came together, their bodies tightening around each other, their cries muffled against each other's shoulders. Ilya collapsed on top of him, heavy and warm and perfect, and Shane held him there, his hands tracing patterns on Ilya's sweat-slicked back, his mind empty of everything except the weight of this man, the reality of him.
They lay there for a long time, tangled together, neither of them willing to break the connection. Eventually, Ilya rolled off, pulling Shane into his arms, holding him close against his chest. Shane listened to Ilya's heartbeat, slow and steady, and felt the exhaustion of the past months finally catching up with him.
"We can't keep doing this," Ilya said eventually, his voice soft in the dark. "Sneaking around. Hiding. It's killing us. It's killing me."
"I know," Shane said, his voice muffled against Ilya's chest. "I know. But what choice do we have?"
"We tell someone else," Ilya said. "Someone with power. Someone who can protect us. A coach. An agent. Someone."
"Who?" Shane asked. "Who can we trust?"
"I don't know," Ilya admitted. "But we have to figure it out. Because I can't... I won't... I can't lose you. Not again. Not anymore."
Shane lifted his head to look at him, to meet his eyes in the dark. "We'll figure it out," he said softly. "Together. I promise."
They fell asleep wrapped around each other, and for the first time in months, Shane slept deeply, without dreams, without memories of a life that had never happened. He just slept, held in Ilya's arms, safe and loved and finally, finally, at peace.
When he woke up, Ilya was gone, slipped out in the early hours of the morning before the city woke up, before the risk became too great. But he had left a note on the pillow, a simple message written in his messy, Russian-accented English.
*Game five. Win or lose. After this, we figure it out. I love you. Always.*
Shane held the note to his chest and felt the tears spill over, hot and unwelcome but necessary. They were going to figure it out. They were going to find a way. And whatever happened in game five, whatever happened in the rest of the series, they were going to face it together.
He got out of bed and walked to the window, looking out at the Montreal skyline that was just starting to wake up, the sun rising over the city in a blaze of orange and pink. It was a new day. A new chance. And Shane was ready to face it, ready to fight for the life he wanted, for the love he had found, for the future that was waiting for him if he was brave enough to reach for it.
He was done hiding. Done pretending. Done living in the shadows of a life that had never happened while the real life, the one that was happening right now, passed him by. It was time to step into the light. Time to be brave. Time to claim the happiness that had always been his for the taking.
Game five was waiting. And after that, whatever came next, Shane would be ready.






      

  












      Chapter 10: Chapter 10: The Edge of the Blade
  








  The morning arrived with a gray light that seeped through the curtains like a confession, illuminating the empty space in the bed where Ilya had been hours before. Shane woke to the immediate awareness of his own body, to the specific soreness that radiated from his hips and the tenderness between his legs that spoke of hours spent being touched and claimed with an intensity that still made his breath hitch when he remembered it. He shifted beneath the sheets and winced, his muscles protesting the movement, and he lay there for a long moment staring at the ceiling, letting himself feel every ache because these were proof that it had been real, that Ilya had been here in this room with him, had whispered love against his skin until Shane had believed it.
He pushed himself up on his elbows and looked down at his naked torso, cataloging the marks that Ilya had left in the darkness. There was a bruise blooming dark purple on his left hip, perfectly shaped like fingers, and another on his right shoulder where Ilya's mouth had been particularly insistent. Shane touched the hickey on his collarbone, tracing the edges of the darkened skin that he would have to hide with makeup or a high collar, and he felt a complicated surge of emotion that was part pride and part fear. In the dream life that felt like both memory and hallucination, he and Ilya had been free to mark each other, had worn each other's bruises like wedding rings visible for the world to see. But here, in this reality where they were rivals and strangers to everyone else, these marks were dangerous secrets that could destroy them if seen by the wrong eyes.
Shane swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood, his body stiff and protesting, and he walked to the bathroom with a slight limp that he knew would fade once he warmed up. When he caught his reflection in the mirror, he barely recognized himself. His eyes were bright with a feverish intensity, with dark circles beneath them from lack of sleep, but there was a color in his cheeks that had been absent for weeks, a vitality that made him look less like a ghost haunting his own existence and more like a man who had been thoroughly loved. He ran his hand through his hair, which was sticking up in wild directions, and he could still smell Ilya on his skin, that particular scent of expensive cologne and sweat and something uniquely Ilya that Shane had carried with him through two lifetimes now.
The shower helped, the hot water pounding against his sore muscles until some of the tension began to loosen, but it could not wash away the memory of Ilya's hands on him, the way he had touched Shane like he was trying to memorize every inch of skin, like he was afraid it would be the last time. Shane braced his hands against the tile and let the water run over his bowed head, his eyes closed, and he thought about the danger they were in. Hayden knew now. Cliff knew. That was two people who could ruin them with a single careless word, two variables in an equation that required absolute secrecy to maintain its balance. But even as the fear curled in his stomach, Shane could not bring himself to regret it. He would take every risk, every terrifying moment of potential exposure, if it meant keeping Ilya, if it meant building toward that future he had glimpsed in his coma.
He dressed carefully, choosing a dark turtleneck sweater that would cover the marks on his neck and collarbone, and he made a mental note to stop by the trainer's room before practice to grab some of the concealer they kept on hand for covering bruises. The Montreal Canadiens existed in a culture where black eyes and split lips were badges of honor, but love bites were something else entirely. They were vulnerability. They were exposure. And Shane could not afford to be exposed, not when they were heading into Game Five in Boston with the series tied at two games apiece.
The arena was quiet when he arrived, the early hour meaning that only the most dedicated staff were present. Shane went directly to his stall in the locker room and began his routine, methodically taping his sticks with the precise movements that had become muscle memory over years of repetition. He was so focused on his task that he did not hear Hayden approach until his friend was standing directly beside him.
"You look better," Hayden said, his voice carefully neutral as he leaned against the neighboring stall. "You actually look like you slept."
"I did," Shane replied, keeping his eyes on his tape job. "Thanks. For covering for me yesterday."
Hayden was silent for a moment, and when Shane glanced up, he saw his friend studying him with an expression that was equal parts concern and curiosity. "I talked to JJ last night," Hayden said quietly, his voice pitched low. "Not about specifics. But I asked him if he had noticed anything different about you lately. He said he's been worried. Said you look like you're carrying the weight of the world."
Shane's hands stilled on his stick. "Hayden, you promised."
"I didn't tell him anything," Hayden said quickly, his hand gripping Shane's shoulder. "I swear, I didn't breathe a word about you and Rozanov. But he's not stupid. He sees things. And he cares about you. We all do."
Shane set his stick aside and rubbed his eyes. "I know I don't have to do this alone," he said, his voice rough. "But I can't tell anyone else. Not yet. It's not just my secret. It's his too."
"I get it," Hayden said, and he seemed to genuinely mean it. "Just know that you have people who have your back. No matter what."
They sat together in silence until the locker room began to fill with teammates, the noise level rising. Shane went through the motions of preparation, but his mind was elsewhere, replaying the feel of Ilya's hands on his skin. When he took the ice for the optional morning skate, his body felt heavy, the soreness making every stride feel like he was skating through sand.
Coach Therrien pulled him aside after the skate. "You looked slow out there," the coach said, his expression serious. "You okay? That hip bothering you?"
"It's fine," Shane lied, meeting his coach's eyes. "Just tight. I'll be ready for tonight."
"You better be," Therrien said. "We need you at a hundred percent. This is a big one."
The flight to Boston was tense, the team quiet, everyone aware of the stakes. Game Five was pivotal, and the weight of that knowledge hung heavy in the cabin. Shane sat next to Hayden, staring out the window, his headphones in but no music playing. He was thinking about Ilya, wondering if he was already at the arena, if he was thinking about Shane too.
The TD Garden was a cauldron of hostility when they arrived. The Boston fans were in full voice, screaming obscenities at the Montreal players during warm-ups. Shane skated his laps with his head down, but he could feel the eyes on him, the particular intensity of the crowd's hatred. And there was Ilya at the far end of the ice, stretching against the boards, his helmet off.
Ilya looked up then, as if he felt Shane's gaze, and their eyes met across the distance. It was only a second, but in that moment the noise of the arena faded and there was only Ilya, looking at him with an expression that was equal parts love and hunger and fear. Then Ilya looked away, breaking the connection, and the noise came rushing back.
The game began with immediate violence. Boston came out hitting everything that moved, trying to establish dominance, and Shane found himself in the middle of it, taking a heavy check from Cliff Marlow in the neutral zone that drove the breath from his lungs and made his hip scream. He got up slowly and saw Ilya watching from the bench, his hands gripping the boards so hard his knuckles were white.
Shane played through the pain, through the exhaustion that made his legs feel like lead. He drove to the net with a desperation that bordered on recklessness, taking hits and giving them back. In the second period, he scored the tying goal on a power play, taking a pass from Hayden and firing it past the goaltender with a wrist shot that was pure instinct.
He celebrated with a roar, his fists pumping as he skated past the Boston bench, his eyes finding Ilya's for just a moment. Ilya was standing, and there was a look on his face that Shane knew intimately, a look of pride and desire and frustration.
But Boston was relentless. They scored two goals in the third period, capitalizing on a turnover by Shane in the neutral zone, a forced pass that was intercepted and turned into an odd-man rush. Shane watched from the bench as the puck went into the net, his head in his hands. He had been trying to do too much, trying to be the hero, and he had cost his team.
When the final horn sounded, the score was three to one Boston, and Montreal was down three games to two. The Boston crowd was deafening, celebrating their victory, and Shane sat on the bench for a long moment, his chest heaving. He had played twenty-six minutes, more than any other forward, and it had not been enough.
The locker room was silent, the atmosphere heavy with disappointment. Shane sat at his stall with a towel over his head, his elbows on his knees. He felt Hayden sit down next to him.
"You played your heart out," Hayden said quietly. "Don't beat yourself up. We win as a team, we lose as a team."
"I cost us the game," Shane said, his voice muffled. "That turnover. That was me. I got greedy."
"Yeah," Hayden said. "You made a mistake. You'll learn from it. But right now, you need to get your head straight for Game Six. We win at home, we force Game Seven."
Shane lifted the towel and looked at his friend. "Thank you," he said, his voice thick. "For being here."
"Always," Hayden said. "Now get showered. We have a flight to catch."
The flight back to Montreal was somber. Shane sat by the window, his eyes closed, but he was not sleeping.
The city of Montreal was a pressure cooker of expectation in the days leading up to Game Six. The fans were desperate, the media relentless, and Shane felt the weight of their hopes pressing down on him. He spent the day before the game in his apartment, resting his body, icing his hip, trying to clear his mind, but all he could think about was Ilya.
He went to the arena early, needing the solitude. The ice was pristine, and he stood at center ice looking up at the rafters, at the banners that represented decades of history. He thought about the dream, about the life he had lived in that coma, where he and Ilya had raised children and grown old together. He wanted that life with a ferocity that scared him, wanted it so badly he could taste it.
Game Six was played in a Bell Centre that felt like it was shaking from its foundation. The fans were deafening, a wall of sound that hit the ice the moment the puck dropped, and Shane fed off it, letting the energy carry him through the pain. He played like a man possessed, his skates finding purchase with a certainty that had been missing in Boston.
He scored the opening goal in the first period, taking a pass from JJ at the point and deflecting it past the goaltender. The arena exploded, and Shane celebrated with a roar, his eyes finding Ilya on the bench, watching him with that look that Shane had come to crave.
But Boston would not die. They scored late in the second period to tie the game, and then they took the lead midway through the third on a power play that Shane watched from the penalty box, his hands shaking as he gripped the rails. He sat in the box, his heart hammering, and when he stepped back onto the ice, he knew it was now or never.
With five minutes left in the game, Shane won a faceoff in the offensive zone, drawing it back to JJ. JJ fired a shot that was blocked, but the rebound came loose in front, and Shane was there, battling in the crease, his stick finding the puck amidst a tangle of bodies, and he pushed it past the goaltender's pad into the net. The arena went insane, and Shane was mobbed by his teammates, Hayden jumping into his arms, the celebration wild and desperate.
The game went to overtime tied at two. Shane was exhausted, his body screaming at him to stop, but he kept going, driven by something beyond physical stamina. And then, with three minutes left in the first overtime period, Shane carried the puck through the neutral zone, his legs pumping. He crossed the blue line and cut to the middle, drawing two defenders, and he saw Hayden open on the far wing. He fired a pass across, a hard, flat saucer that threaded through the defenders' sticks and landed perfectly on Hayden's tape. Hayden one-timed it, the puck beating the goaltender high glove, and the red light went on.
They had won. They had forced a Game Seven.
The celebration on the ice was pandemonium. Shane laughed, tears streaming down his face beneath his helmet, his body drained but his heart full. He looked across the ice to the Boston bench, searching for Ilya, and he found him standing there, his helmet off, watching Shane with an expression that was complicated, full of pride and frustration and love.
Ilya raised his stick in a salute, just slightly, and Shane nodded back. One more game. One more chance.
The locker room was chaos, champagne being sprayed, music blaring. Shane sat at his stall, his head in his hands, his chest heaving. He felt a hand on his shoulder and looked up to see JJ standing there.
"You played like a man possessed tonight," JJ said. "But you are hurting. I can see it."
"I'm fine," Shane lied.
JJ looked at him for a long moment, his eyes seeing too much. "Be careful, Shane. The cameras are everywhere. And you are wearing your heart on your sleeve for someone to see."
Shane went still, his blood running cold. "I don't know what you mean."
"Yes you do," JJ said softly. "I am not asking for details. I am just telling you to be careful. For your sake and for... whoever has put that look in your eyes."
Shane nodded, unable to speak, and JJ clapped him on the shoulder and walked away.
It was after midnight when Shane finally left the arena, his body aching but his mind racing. He checked his phone and saw a text from the same unknown number. *I need to see you. Tonight. Tell me where.*
Shane's hands shook as he typed back his address. He shouldn't. It was too dangerous. But he needed Ilya like he needed air, needed to feel him, needed to confirm that this was real after the intensity of the game.
He showered quickly at the arena and drove home, his heart hammering the entire way. When he opened the door to his apartment, Ilya was already there, standing in the living room, still in his suit from the game, his hair damp from his own shower.
"I shouldn't be here," Ilya said immediately, his voice rough. "But I watched you tonight, and I couldn't... I couldn't go back to the hotel without touching you."
Shane crossed the room in three strides and crashed into Ilya, his mouth finding Ilya's in a kiss that was desperate and hungry and full of the fear and adrenaline of the night. Ilya's arms came around him immediately, crushing Shane against his chest, his hands fisting in Shane's shirt as he walked them backward toward the bedroom.
They fell onto the bed together, a tangle of limbs and desperate mouths. Ilya was everywhere, his hands pulling at Shane's clothes, his mouth leaving hot trails down Shane's neck, and Shane arched into him, gasping, his fingers tearing at Ilya's buttons.
"Ilya," Shane gasped, his head falling back as Ilya's mouth found the bruise on his collarbone, licking over it, claiming it again. "Please. I need you inside me. Please."
Ilya groaned, the sound torn from his throat, and he stripped them both efficiently, his eyes dark and fixed on Shane's body, on the marks he had left the night before that were still visible. "You still have my marks," Ilya said, his voice possessive and reverent. "You played tonight with my bruises on your skin."
"Yes," Shane whispered, reaching up to pull Ilya down. "I wanted them there. I wanted to feel you with every shift."
Ilya kissed him deeply, his tongue sweeping through Shane's mouth, and then he was reaching for the oil on the nightstand, his fingers trembling as he coated them. He prepped Shane with a focused intensity that was different from the night before, more desperate, more aware of the time ticking away, and Shane pushed back against his fingers, his body opening readily, greedily, wanting this connection more than he wanted his next breath.
When Ilya pushed inside him, Shane cried out, his head falling back against the pillows, his hands gripping Ilya's shoulders hard enough to leave bruises. Ilya paused, his forehead pressed against Shane's, his breathing ragged. "I love you," Ilya whispered, his voice breaking. "I love you so much it scares me."
"I know," Shane said, his voice equally wrecked. "I love you too. Move, Ilya. Please."
Ilya began to thrust, his hips snapping with a rhythm that was as relentless as the game they had just played, and Shane met him stroke for stroke, his legs wrapped around Ilya's waist, his nails digging into Ilya's back. The bed creaked beneath them, the sound loud in the quiet apartment, and Shane didn't care, couldn't care about anything except the feel of Ilya inside him, the weight of him, the love that was pouring out of him with every thrust.
It was fast and hard and desperate, both of them chasing the release that would temporarily quiet the fear and the uncertainty. Shane came first, his release hitting him like a wave, his body tightening around Ilya as he cried out Ilya's name. Ilya followed seconds later, groaning long and low as he spilled inside Shane, the heat of it intimate and claiming.
They lay together afterward, Ilya's weight pressing Shane into the mattress, their breathing slowly synchronizing. Ilya traced the bruises on Shane's hips with gentle fingers, his touch reverent. "Game Seven," Ilya said softly. "Win or lose, after this, we need to talk. About us. About what we are going to do."
"I know," Shane said, turning his head to press a kiss to Ilya's temple. "I know. But not tonight. Tonight, just stay with me. Just be here."
Ilya pulled him closer, his arms tight around Shane's waist. "I will stay until morning," he promised. "And then we will face whatever comes. Together."
Shane closed his eyes, listening to Ilya's heartbeat against his ear, and he held onto him like a man drowning, because he knew that whatever happened in Game Seven, whatever the outcome, nothing would ever be the same again. They had crossed a line tonight, not just physically but emotionally, and there was no going back to the way things had been. They were in this together now, bound by secrets and love and the desperate hope for a future that Shane had already lived once and was determined to live again.
He drifted off to sleep with Ilya's arms around him, his last conscious thought a prayer that they would survive the storm that was coming, that they would find their way to the life they both wanted, the life that was waiting for them on the other side of the rivalry and the secrecy and the fear. And as sleep claimed him, he dreamed not of the past or the alternate life, but of the future, of Ilya holding their child, of a home filled with love and laughter, of a life that was worth every risk they were taking.






      

  












      Chapter 11: Chapter 11: The Long Game
  








  The morning after Game Six was different than the others had been, charged with an electricity that had nothing to do with the storm rolling in off the Atlantic and everything to do with the knowledge that tomorrow everything would be decided. Shane woke before the alarm, his internal clock already tuned to the rhythm of elimination hockey, that peculiar state of being where every breath felt borrowed and every moment was weighted with the understanding that it could be the last of its kind.
Ilya was already awake beside him, propped up on one elbow, watching Shane with an intensity that had become familiar over the past two weeks of stolen mornings. They had fallen into a pattern that felt dangerously like domesticity, these brief interludes between games where Ilya would sneak into Shane's hotel room or Shane would find his way to Ilya's apartment, where they would make love with a desperation that spoke of their fear as much as their desire, and then lie awake in the dark hours before dawn talking about everything and nothing, memorizing each other's faces in the gray light.
"You're thinking too loud," Ilya said, his voice rough with sleep, his hand coming up to trace the line of Shane's jaw. "I can hear you worrying from here."
"I'm not worrying," Shane lied, turning his head to kiss Ilya's palm. "I'm planning."
"Planning," Ilya repeated, his eyebrow arching in that way that Shane had once found infuriating and now found devastatingly attractive. "Planning what? How to beat me tomorrow?"
"Planning how to survive tomorrow," Shane corrected, shifting closer so that their legs were tangled together, so that he could feel the heat of Ilya's skin against his own. "Game Seven. Winner take all. The end of everything or the beginning."
Ilya's expression softened, the teasing glint giving way to something more vulnerable. "The beginning," he said firmly, as if he could will it into existence through sheer force of conviction. "It will be the beginning. For us. For this. Whatever we are building here."
"We're building a life," Shane said, the words coming out with more certainty than he felt. He had been thinking about it all night, during the fitful sleep that had followed their victory in Game Six, the game that had forced this seventh and final contest. He had been thinking about the dream, about the life he had lived in the coma, about the brownstone in Back Bay and the children with Ilya's eyes and the wedding rings that had become as much a part of him as his own skin. He wanted that life. He was determined to build it, faster this time, better this time, without the years of secrecy and pain that had defined their original timeline.
But first they had to survive tomorrow.
"I want to tell them," Shane said suddenly, the decision crystallizing in his chest even as he spoke the words. "After the game. Win or lose. I want to tell the team. About us. About this."
Ilya went still beside him, his hand freezing where it had been tracing patterns on Shane's shoulder. "Tell them," he repeated, his voice carefully neutral. "You mean... come out. Publicly."
"Not publicly," Shane said quickly, though part of him, the part that remembered the freedom of the dream, wanted exactly that. "Not yet. But tell the team. Tell J.J. and Patrice and the rest of the room. Hayden already knows, and I'm tired of watching him lie for me. Stop hiding. Stop pretending that we're just rivals. I'm tired of lying, Ilya. I'm tired of pretending that I don't love you when I'm with them."
Ilya was quiet for a long time, his eyes searching Shane's face with an intensity that felt like it could strip away every secret, every barrier, every carefully constructed defense. "And if they don't accept it?" he asked finally, his voice barely above a whisper. "If they look at you differently? If they stop trusting you in the room, on the ice?"
"Then I'll find a new room," Shane said, and he meant it. He had played through scenarios like this in his mind a thousand times since waking from the coma, had weighed the cost of openness against the cost of secrecy, and he knew with absolute certainty which price he was willing to pay. "I'll find a new team. I'll do whatever I have to do. But I can't keep hiding. Not when I know what we could be. Not when I've seen..."
He stopped himself, catching the words before they could spill out, before he could reveal the true source of his certainty. He couldn't tell Ilya about the dream, not yet, maybe not ever. It sounded too much like madness, like the kind of delusion that ended careers and relationships. But he could tell him the truth that the dream had taught him, the truth that had been etched into his soul during those eleven years of phantom memory.
"I've seen what happens when we hide," Shane said instead, his voice rough with emotion. "I've seen what it does to us. To you. To me. It poisons everything. It makes us hard and bitter and lonely. I don't want that life. I want the life where we can be together openly. Where we can build something real."
Ilya's throat worked as he swallowed, his eyes suspiciously bright. "You make it sound so easy," he said. "As if we can just decide to be free and the world will let us."
"It won't be easy," Shane admitted. "It will be the hardest thing we've ever done. But it will be worth it. I promise you. I promise you, Ilya, it will be worth it."
Ilya leaned in then and kissed him, soft and deep and full of a gratitude that made Shane's chest ache. "Okay," Ilya whispered against his lips. "Okay. After Game Seven. We tell them. Together."
"Together," Shane agreed, and he pulled Ilya down into the sheets, determined to make this morning last, to store up enough love and connection to carry him through the battle that was coming.
They made love slowly, with a deliberation that spoke of their mutual understanding that this might be the last time they could be together like this, as secret lovers, hidden from the world. Shane mapped Ilya's body with his hands and mouth, memorizing every scar and freckle, every muscle and curve, every sound that Ilya made when Shane touched him just right. He took his time preparing him, stretching him open with fingers that trembled slightly, watching Ilya's face as he pushed inside, as he filled him, as they became one person in the way that only this act could achieve.
They moved together with a rhythm that was as familiar as breathing, Ilya's hips snapping up to meet Shane's thrusts, his hands gripping Shane's waist hard enough to leave marks that would last through the game. Shane leaned down to kiss him, swallowing his moans, and they stayed like that, connected in every possible way, moving together toward the edge of oblivion.
When they came, it was together, Shane spilling inside Ilya with a groan that was part prayer and part surrender, Ilya following a moment later with a cry that sounded like Shane's name. They collapsed together, tangled in the sheets, their hearts hammering in sync, and Shane thought that if he died tomorrow, if Game Seven was the end of his career or his life, he would die happy knowing that he had had this, that he had been loved by this man, that he had loved him back with everything he had.
They lay there for a long time, neither willing to break the connection, until the light outside shifted from gray to gold and they knew they had to move. Ilya showered first, while Shane sat on the edge of the bed and watched him through the open bathroom door, memorizing the sight of him, the way the water ran down his back, the way his muscles flexed as he moved. When it was Shane's turn, he stood under the spray and let the heat wash over him, trying to prepare himself mentally for what was coming.
Game Seven. The words had a weight to them, a gravity that pulled at him with invisible hands. He had played in elimination games before, had faced elimination in junior and in the regular season, but this was different. This was the conference semifinals, one step away from the conference finals, two steps away from the Cup. This was everything he had ever worked for, everything he had ever dreamed of, and it was all going to be decided in a few short hours.
But more than that, this game would decide the immediate future of his relationship with Ilya. If Montreal won, they would move on to face Toronto in the conference finals, and Shane would have more time, more space, more games to figure out how to navigate this secret. If Boston won, the season would end, and Ilya would go home, and Shane would have to face the long summer without him, without the structure of the season to hold them together, without the excuse of hockey to explain why he was thinking about Ilya Rozanov every waking moment.
He couldn't let that happen. He wouldn't.
When he emerged from the bathroom, Ilya was dressed in his suit, looking impossibly put together despite the morning they had shared. He crossed the room to Shane and took his face in his hands, kissing him with a tenderness that made Shane's eyes burn.
"Tonight," Ilya said, his voice rough. "Whatever happens. We face it together. Yes?"
"Together," Shane promised.
Ilya nodded, his thumbs brushing over Shane's cheekbones one last time, and then he turned and walked to the door. He paused there, his hand on the knob, and looked back. "I love you," he said, the words clear and strong and undeniable. "Remember that. No matter what happens on the ice. I love you."
"I love you too," Shane said, and he stood there naked and vulnerable and watched Ilya walk out of the room, out of his sight, into the world where they were enemies.
The hours before puck drop were a blur of routine and preparation, of team meetings and video sessions and the endless mental preparation that Game Seven required. Shane moved through it on autopilot, his body knowing what to do even as his mind was elsewhere, thinking about Ilya, thinking about the future, thinking about the confession they were going to make after this was all over.
Hayden found him in the hallway outside the locker room, an hour before warm-ups. His friend looked at him with knowing eyes, seeing through the mask that Shane tried to wear, seeing the fear and the hope that were warring in his chest.
"You okay?" Hayden asked, falling into step beside him.
"Yeah," Shane said, and for once it was almost true. "I'm ready."
"Ready to win," Hayden said, clapping him on the shoulder. "Ready to move on. Ready to face whatever comes next."
Shane looked at his friend, at the loyalty and understanding in his eyes, and felt a surge of gratitude so strong it nearly overwhelmed him.
"Hayden," he said, his voice thick. "After the game. Win or lose. Ilya and I decided this morning that we're telling the rest of the room. About us. I wanted you to hear it from me first, and I wanted to ask if you'd stand next to me when I do."
Hayden's expression didn't change, but his hand tightened on Shane's shoulder. "You don't have to ask," he said softly. "I've been standing next to you since Game Two in Boston. Whatever you need, it's okay."
Shane stared at him, his throat tight. "Some of them won't see it coming."
"Then they'll find out they've been playing next to a guy who's been in love for months, and they'll cope," Hayden said, his voice barely above a whisper. "You've been hiding it because you're scared. I get it. But you don't have to be scared in front of them. I'm your friend. I'm your teammate. And I've got your back. No matter what."
Shane felt the tears prick at his eyes, felt the weight of the secret lift slightly, just enough to let him breathe. "Thank you," he managed, his voice breaking. "Thank you, Hayden."
"Don't thank me," Hayden said, his grip tightening. "Just go out there and win this game. For us. For the team. For yourself. And then... and then we'll figure out the rest together."
They walked into the locker room together, and Shane felt lighter than he had in months, felt the support of his friend like a physical presence at his back. He dressed in silence, focusing his mind, preparing his body, and when he stepped onto the ice for warm-ups, he felt ready. Ready for the game. Ready for the future. Ready for everything.
The Boston arena was a cauldron of noise and hostility, the fans screaming for blood, for victory, for the end of Montreal's season. Shane tuned them out, his eyes finding Ilya across the ice where he was skating circles around his own net, his movements loose and confident and beautiful. They made eye contact across the distance, and Shane felt the electricity of it, the connection that transcended rivalry and competition and became something else entirely, something sacred.
The game began with a ferocity that bordered on violence, both teams knowing that this was it, that there were no second chances, no tomorrow, no room for error. Shane played with a focus that was absolute, his entire being narrowed down to the puck, the ice, the net, and the man in the blue jersey who was both his greatest enemy and his greatest love.
Ilya was magnificent, scoring two goals in the first period with a skill that made Shane's heart ache with pride even as it broke with the knowledge that they were losing. Montreal fought back, Shane scoring once in the second period to cut the lead, and then again in the third to tie the game, his wrist shot beating the Boston goaltender high on the glove side as the crowd went silent with shock.
The game went to overtime tied at two goals apiece, and then to double overtime, the tension ratcheting up with every shift, every shot, every near-miss. Shane's legs were burning, his lungs screaming, his body pushed to the absolute limit of its endurance, but he kept going, kept fighting, kept believing that they could win this, that they could have everything.
It was Ilya who ended it, finally, in the third overtime period. A breakaway, a deke that froze Patrice Drapeau in his crease, a backhand shot that found the back of the net and sent the Boston arena into a frenzy of celebration that felt like the end of the world.
Shane stood on the ice and watched Ilya raise his arms in victory, watched him be mobbed by his teammates, watched the joy on his face that was real and pure and heartbreaking. He felt the loss like a physical blow, felt his season ending, felt the future he had been building crumble slightly at the edges.
But then Ilya was skating toward him, pulling off his glove, extending his hand, and Shane took it, held it, looked into those blue eyes and saw not triumph but sorrow, not victory but shared pain.
"I'm sorry," Ilya said, his voice barely audible over the noise of the celebration. "I'm so sorry, golubchik."
"Don't be," Shane said, squeezing his hand. "You played beautifully. You deserved to win."
"Not like this," Ilya said, his throat working. "Not against you. Not when it means..."
"It means we have the summer," Shane said, forcing a smile that felt like glass breaking. "It means we have time. Time to figure this out. Time to be together."
Ilya nodded, his eyes bright. "Together," he agreed.
They stood there for a moment longer, holding hands on the ice while the world celebrated around them, and then Ilya was pulled away by his teammates, and Shane was left alone, watching him go.
In the locker room, the silence was absolute, the kind of heavy, suffocating quiet that followed elimination. Shane sat on the bench and stared at his hands, at the hands that had tried and failed, that had loved and lost, and he waited for the grief to come. But it didn't. Instead, he felt something else, something like relief, like the end of a long and difficult journey that was finally over, making way for a new one to begin.
Hayden sat beside him, not speaking, just being there. J.J. joined them, and then Patrice, and then the others, gathering around him in a circle of solidarity that Shane hadn't expected, hadn't prepared for.
Shane felt Hayden shift closer on the bench, shoulder against shoulder, and that was what let him say it. "I need to tell you guys something," he said, his voice rough. "About me and Rozanov. It's not a rivalry. It was never only a rivalry. I'm in love with him, and he's in love with me, and we've been together for a while. I'm done hiding it from this room."
For two seconds nobody moved. Then J.J. let out a long breath. "Kid," he said, "I've known since Vegas. I told you your secret was safe with me, and it still is. But I'm glad you said it out loud. We don't care. We want you to know that we're here. That we support you. That you're our teammate, no matter what."
Shane looked up, his eyes wide, his heart hammering. "You really don't mind?"
"Mind?" Patrice said, his usually stoic face soft. "It doesn't change anything. Except that we want you to be happy. And if Rozanov makes you happy, then... then we're happy for you."
Shane felt the tears spill over then, felt them running down his cheeks as he looked at his teammates, his friends, his brothers. "Thank you," he said, his voice breaking. "Thank you. All of you."
They gathered him in then, a group hug that was awkward and perfect and exactly what he needed, and Shane let himself cry, let himself feel the loss and the love and the hope that were all tangled together in his chest.
Later, after the media and the handshakes and the long bus ride to the airport, Shane found himself standing outside the arena in the cool night air. He didn't know how long he had been there when he felt a presence behind him, when he turned to find Ilya standing there in his suit, his hair still damp from the shower, his eyes searching Shane's face.
"Your season is over," Ilya said softly. "Mine continues. And I don't know what that means for us. For this."
"It means we adapt," Shane said, stepping closer, reaching for Ilya's hand. "It means we figure it out. It means we don't give up."
"I don't want to give up," Ilya said, his fingers intertwining with Shane's. "I want to build that life you talked about. The one where we don't hide. The one where we're together."
"Then let's build it," Shane said, pulling him closer, into the circle of his arms. "Starting now. Starting tonight. No more secrets. No more hiding. Just us."
Ilya kissed him then, in the parking lot of the Boston arena, with the lights still blazing and the echoes of the game still ringing in their ears, and Shane kissed him back with everything he had, with all the love and hope and certainty that had carried him through the coma and into this life, this reality, this beautiful, painful, perfect moment.
They had lost the game. But they had won each other. And as Shane held Ilya in his arms and felt the future opening up before them like a road leading home, he knew that they were going to be okay. They were going to build that life, the one with the brownstone and the children and the rings, and they were going to build it together, faster and better and stronger than they had before.






      

  












      Chapter 12: Chapter 12: Foundations
  








  The summer began with a silence that felt almost violent after the cacophony of the playoffs, a sudden absence of structure and purpose that left Shane untethered, drifting in the empty spaces between days. He had never been good at stillness, at the art of doing nothing, and the weeks following Montreal's elimination stretched before him like an ocean without landmarks, terrifying in their vastness. He woke on the morning after the loss with the sun already high in the sky, his body aching with the accumulated fatigue of seven games of war, his heart heavy with the knowledge that Ilya was already gone, already on a plane to Toronto with his teammates, already immersed in the next battle while Shane was left behind to pick up the pieces of a season that had ended too soon.
He lay in bed for a long time, staring at the ceiling of his apartment, cataloguing the injuries that would heal and the ones that wouldn't. His shoulder throbbed where he had slammed into the boards in the third overtime, his knee ached from the twisting fall he had taken in the second period, and there was a bruise on his ribs that would bloom into something spectacular over the next few days. But these were minor pains, manageable pains, the cost of doing business in a game that demanded everything and sometimes took more than it gave. The real pain was deeper, lodged somewhere in the cavity of his chest, a constant dull ache that had nothing to do with hockey and everything to do with the empty space in the bed beside him where Ilya should have been.
His phone buzzed on the nightstand, and he reached for it with a hand that felt heavy, expecting a message from his agent or his mother or one of the many people who would want to dissect the loss, to analyze what had gone wrong, to plan for next season. Instead, it was from Ilya, sent from the team plane somewhere over New York state.
We landed in Toronto. Playing tomorrow night. I miss you already. I can still taste you on my lips.
Shane closed his eyes and held the phone to his chest, feeling the words settle into him like warmth spreading through cold limbs. He typed back with fingers that trembled slightly, the reality of their separation already hitting him harder than he had anticipated.
I miss you too. Play hard. Play smart. Come back to me in one piece.
The response came five minutes later, as if Ilya had been waiting for his reply. Always. I always come back to you. Even when I don't want to leave.
Shane set the phone down and forced himself out of bed, forced himself to stand under the shower and wash away the sweat and the sorrow and the lingering scent of Ilya that still clung to his skin. He dressed in clothes that felt too loose, too casual, the uniform of the unemployed, and he stood in his kitchen staring at the coffee maker without seeing it, trying to remember how to be a person who wasn't playing hockey, who wasn't preparing for the next game, who wasn't living in the suspended reality of the season.
His agent called at noon, wanting to discuss exit interviews and training plans and the long summer ahead. Shane listened with half his attention, making appropriate noises when required, agreeing to meetings and schedules and the endless bureaucracy that came with being a professional athlete. When the call ended, he sat on his couch and looked around his apartment, really looked at it, and realized for the first time how sparse it was, how temporary, how little of himself he had invested in this space. It was a place to sleep between games, a place to store his equipment, but it wasn't a home. It wasn't the brownstone in Back Bay with the kitchen where they had cooked Sunday dinners and the nursery where their children had slept. It wasn't the life he was trying to build.
He needed to make changes. He needed to start building that life now, not wait for the years to pass, not wait for the dream to become reality through sheer force of will. He needed to be proactive, to use the knowledge he had been given, to shape the future instead of simply enduring the present.
The decision crystallized in his chest with a certainty that felt like destiny. He would move to Boston. Not immediately, not rashly, but he would start the process. He would find a place where they could be together, where they could build the foundation of the life he had seen in his dreams. He would talk to Ilya about it when the playoffs ended, would propose that they take this step together, that they stop pretending that their lives were separate entities that happened to intersect occasionally and start acknowledging that they were a unit, a partnership, a family in the making.
But first, he had to survive the playoffs without being part of them.
He watched Game One of the conference finals from his apartment, alone on his couch with a beer that he didn't drink and a tension that coiled in his stomach like a living thing. Boston against Toronto, Ilya against the team that had eliminated Montreal in the dream-life, and Shane watched with a knowledge that felt like both a blessing and a curse. He knew how this series would go, or at least how it had gone before, and he watched Ilya skate onto the ice with his heart in his throat, terrified that something would go wrong, that the timeline would shift, that the future he was counting on would dissolve before his eyes.
Ilya scored in the first period, a beautiful wrist shot from the slot that beat the Toronto goaltender clean, and Shane cheered out loud in his empty apartment, his voice rough with disuse. He watched Ilya celebrate with his teammates, watched the joy on his face, and he felt the distance between them like a physical pain, a longing that was almost unbearable in its intensity. He wanted to be there, wanted to be in the stands or in the locker room or simply waiting at home with dinner ready and arms open, wanted to be part of Ilya's life in all the ways that mattered, not just the stolen moments between games.
He texted Ilya after the game, keeping his message simple, aware that Ilya would be surrounded by teammates and media and the exhaustion that came from playoff hockey.
Beautiful goal. You were incredible.
The response came an hour later. We won. I scored. But I want to tell you about it in person. I want to come home to you.
Shane stared at the word "home" for a long time, feeling the tears prick at his eyes. We're building a home, he typed back. Together. I'll be waiting.
The days that followed developed a rhythm that was both comforting and maddening. Shane worked out in the mornings with a ferocity that surprised even him, running miles on the treadmill, lifting weights until his muscles screamed, trying to exhaust himself so that he wouldn't have to think about how empty his days were, how much he missed the ice, how desperately he missed Ilya. In the afternoons, he watched film, studying Boston's games, studying Ilya's movements, learning everything he could about the man he loved so that he could be a better partner, a better support system, a better everything.
He started looking at apartments in Boston, browsing listings online, imagining where they might live, what kind of space they would need. He found himself drawn to the Back Bay area, to the brownstones that looked like the one from his dreams, and he saved listings that had high ceilings and big kitchens and enough bedrooms for the family they would eventually have. It was premature, he knew, possibly even presumptuous, but he couldn't help himself. He had seen the future, had lived it, and he was impatient to make it real.
Hayden called him on the third day of the conference finals, inviting him to come to Toronto, to watch the games in person, to be part of the world even if he couldn't be part of the team. Shane hesitated, unsure if he was ready to face the media, the questions, the pitying looks from fans who would recognize him as the player whose season had ended while his rival's continued. But Hayden persisted, and eventually Shane agreed, booking a flight for Game Three, telling himself that he was going to support his friend, to scout the competition, to stay connected to the game he loved.
But he knew, deep down, that he was going for Ilya.
He arrived in Toronto on the morning of Game Three, checking into a hotel near the arena that was not the team hotel, maintaining the separation that was still necessary for appearances. Hayden met him in the lobby, pulling him into a hug that was fierce and genuine, and Shane felt some of the tension drain from his shoulders at the sight of a friendly face.
"You look like hell," Hayden said, holding him at arm's length and studying his face with concern.
"I feel like hell," Shane admitted. "I hate this. I hate watching. I hate not being out there."
"I know," Hayden said, clapping him on the shoulder. "But you're here now. And we're going to get through this together. Come on. I've got seats for us. Good ones. Close enough to see the sweat on Rozanov's forehead."
Shane felt his cheeks flush, and Hayden laughed, a knowing sound that held no judgment. "It's okay," Hayden said softly. "You can admit it. You can admit that you're here for him. I'm not going to tell anyone."
"I'm here for both of you," Shane said, forcing his voice to stay steady. "For the team. For hockey."
"Sure you are," Hayden said, but he was smiling, and he led Shane to the seats without pressing further.
The game was brutal, a physical contest that left both teams bloodied and exhausted. Boston won in overtime, Ilya assisting on the winning goal, and Shane watched from the stands with his heart in his throat, unable to cheer, unable to react, unable to do anything but watch and worry and will Ilya to be safe. When it was over, when the handshake line had concluded and the arena was emptying, Hayden turned to him with a look that was both sympathetic and determined.
"Go to him," Hayden said. "I know you want to. I know you need to. Go. I'll cover for you. I'll tell anyone who asks that you went back to the hotel."
Shane stared at his friend, his throat tight. "Hayden..."
"Go," Hayden repeated, pushing him toward the aisle. "Before I change my mind. Before someone sees you."
Shane went. He moved through the arena with the confidence of someone who belonged there, flashing his player credentials when necessary, navigating the corridors that led to the locker rooms. He waited in the shadows outside the Boston locker room, his heart hammering against his ribs, knowing that this was risky, that this was foolish, that if anyone saw him here the rumors would explode into something uncontrollable.
But then Ilya emerged, still in his suit, his hair damp from the shower, his eyes tired but bright with victory, and he saw Shane and stopped walking, stopped breathing, stopped everything as his face transformed with a joy that was so pure it hurt to look at.
"Shane," Ilya breathed, crossing the distance between them in three long strides, pulling him into an embrace that was too tight, too desperate, too public. "What are you doing here?"
"I had to see you," Shane said, his face buried in Ilya's neck, breathing in the scent of him, the reality of him. "I couldn't stay away. I couldn't watch from a screen anymore."
Ilya pulled back just enough to look at him, his hands coming up to frame Shane's face, his thumbs brushing over Shane's cheekbones with a tenderness that made Shane's knees weak. "You're crazy," Ilya said, but he was smiling, his eyes bright with unshed tears. "You're absolutely crazy. Anyone could see us."
"I don't care," Shane said, and he meant it. He meant it more than he had ever meant anything in his life. "I don't care who sees. I don't care what they think. I just... I need you, Ilya. I need you so much it hurts."
Ilya's expression shifted, something fierce and protective moving behind his eyes, and he kissed Shane then, right there in the corridor of the Toronto arena, with the sounds of the cleaning crew and the lingering fans echoing around them, with the risk of discovery hanging over them like a sword. He kissed him like he was drowning and Shane was air, like he was starving and Shane was sustenance, like he had been waiting his whole life for this moment and was determined to make it last.
When they broke apart, both breathing hard, Ilya rested his forehead against Shane's and whispered, "Come back to the hotel with me. Come back to my room. I need to feel you. I need to know you're real."
"I'm real," Shane promised. "I'm here. And I'm not going anywhere."
They went back to Ilya's hotel, moving through the lobby with the casual separation of teammates and rivals, not touching, not looking at each other, maintaining the pretense until they were safely behind the closed door of Ilya's room. Then the pretense fell away, and they were on each other, tearing at clothes, kissing with a desperation that spoke of weeks of celibacy and separation, of the fear that had been building in both of them that this was too hard, that the distance was too great, that the secret was too heavy.
Ilya pushed Shane onto the bed and climbed on top of him, his hands everywhere at once, his mouth trailing fire down Shane's chest, his stomach, lower. Shane arched off the bed with a cry that was part relief and part agony, his fingers tangling in Ilya's hair as Ilya took him into his mouth, the heat and wet suction making Shane's vision blur at the edges. He tried to hold back, tried to make it last, but it had been too long, the separation had been too complete, and he came with a groan that was Ilya's name, his body shaking with the force of his release.
Ilya crawled back up his body, kissing him deeply, letting Shane taste himself on Ilya's tongue, and Shane reached down between them to return the favor, to wrap his hand around Ilya and stroke him with the rhythm he knew by heart, the rhythm that made Ilya gasp and shudder and spill over his fingers with a cry that was muffled against Shane's shoulder.
They lay there for a long time, sticky and breathless and finally, finally at peace. Ilya traced patterns on Shane's chest with his fingers, his head resting on Shane's shoulder, and Shane stared at the ceiling and thought about how right this felt, how perfect, how necessary.
"I want to move to Boston," Shane said suddenly, the words coming out in a rush before he could second-guess himself. "Not now. Not immediately. But soon. I want us to live together. I want to build a home. I want... I want everything, Ilya. I want the life we talked about."
Ilya went still against him, his fingers freezing mid-stroke. "Shane," he said carefully, his voice cautious. "Are you sure? That's... that's a big step. We've only been together for a few months. Secretly. We haven't even told the world about us yet."
"I know," Shane said, turning his head to look at Ilya, to meet his eyes. "I know it seems fast. I know it seems crazy. But I love you. I've loved you for longer than you know. And I don't want to waste time. I don't want to spend years hiding and pretending and living separate lives when we could be building something real together."
Ilya was quiet for a long time, his expression unreadable, and Shane felt his heart begin to sink, felt the fear creep back in that he was moving too fast, that he was pushing too hard, that the dream had made him impatient in a way that would ruin everything.
But then Ilya smiled, a slow, beautiful smile that transformed his face. "Okay," he said softly. "Okay. Let's do it. Let's build that life. Together."
"Really?" Shane asked, his voice breaking with relief and joy.
"Really," Ilya confirmed, leaning in to kiss him, soft and sweet and full of promise. "I want that too. I want everything. With you."
They made love again, slower this time, with a deliberation that spoke of their commitment, their intention, their certainty that this was right. Ilya prepared Shane with infinite care, stretching him open with fingers that trembled slightly, watching his face for any sign of discomfort, any hint of pain. When he pushed inside, it was with a slowness that was agonizing, filling Shane inch by inch until they were fully joined, until Shane could feel Ilya's heartbeat inside him, until they were one person in the way that only this act could achieve.
Shane was on his hands and knees in the middle of the bed, back arched hard, forehead pressed to the mattress. Ilya knelt behind him and pushed in with one long, relentless slide until his hips were flush against Shane’s ass. He stayed buried for several heartbeats, grinding in tight circles that forced Shane to feel every thick inch stretching him open, then started fucking him in deep, punishing strokes that rocked the entire bed.
One of Ilya’s hands fisted in Shane’s hair and yanked his head back so his spine bowed even deeper. The other spanned the small of his back, holding him exactly in place. Every thrust landed with a wet, filthy slap, the angle perfect to drag over that swollen spot inside until Shane’s arms trembled and his untouched cock swung heavy between his legs, dripping steadily onto the sheets below.
“Stay open,” Ilya ordered, voice low and rough. He pulled almost all the way out, the thick head catching at the rim, then slammed back in to the hilt. He repeated the motion again and again, slow enough to be deliberate, hard enough to punch the air from Shane’s lungs. “Just like that. Take every single one.”
Shane pushed back to meet him, greedy, clenching deliberately around the invading cock. Ilya cursed under his breath and sped up, the controlled rhythm fracturing into something rawer. His free hand reached under and wrapped tight around Shane’s leaking shaft, stroking in time with his thrusts, thumb swiping over the sensitive head on every upstroke until Shane was shaking and making broken, needy sounds into the pillow.
Ilya leaned over him, chest pressed to Shane’s sweaty back, and bit down on the curve of his shoulder hard enough to leave a deep mark. His hips never stopped moving, driving in deep and relentless, chasing the heat coiling tighter at the base of his spine while he kept Shane right on the edge with that firm, merciless grip on his cock.
They climaxed together. Ilya spilled deep inside Shane with a groan thick with surrender, finally releasing the last of his fear, doubt, and resistance. Shane followed a heartbeat later, his release streaking across their stomachs as his body clenched tightly around Ilya, drawing out every pulse of pleasure until Ilya shuddered, gasped, and collapsed forward onto Shane’s chest.
They stayed like that for a long while, still joined and reluctant to separate, until the sweat cooled on their skin and their breathing settled. Eventually Ilya withdrew, rolling onto his side and pulling Shane into his arms. He tangled their legs together and pressed soft kisses to Shane’s forehead, his temples, and the tip of his nose.
"We're really going to do this," Ilya said, his voice wondering. "We're really going to build a life together."
"We're really going to do this," Shane confirmed, snuggling closer, feeling safer and more content than he had in months. "We're going to get married someday. Have kids. Grow old together. I promise you, Ilya. I promise you that's what's waiting for us."
Ilya didn't question how Shane could be so certain, didn't ask for explanations or justifications. He simply held him tighter and whispered, "I believe you. I believe in us."
They fell asleep like that, wrapped around each other in a hotel bed in Toronto, while outside the world continued to turn, the playoffs continued without Shane, and the future waited for them to claim it. And for the first time since waking from the coma, Shane dreamed not of the past but of the future, of Ilya's hand in his at the altar, of children with Ilya's eyes and his own smile, of a life that was not borrowed but earned, not imagined but real.
When he woke, Ilya was already awake, watching him with an expression that was soft and full of love. "Good morning," Ilya whispered.
"Good morning," Shane replied, smiling, feeling the weight of the future settling onto his shoulders like a mantle, like a gift.
They had a long road ahead of them. Boston would go on to win the Cup, Ilya would hoist it over his head and skate with it around the ice, and Shane would watch from the stands with pride and longing and the certain knowledge that someday, it would be his turn. They would have to navigate the offseason, the separation, the gradual coming out to friends and family and eventually the world. They would have to find a place to live, merge their lives, learn how to be a couple in the daylight instead of just in the shadows.
But they would do it together. And that made all the difference.






      

  












      Chapter 13: Chapter 13: The Future Begins
  








  The weeks that followed Toronto were a study in contrasts, a strange liminal space where Shane existed simultaneously in two worlds that were rapidly colliding. By day, he was the dutiful son, the dedicated athlete, the professional hockey player preparing for the next season with a discipline that bordered on obsession. He woke each morning at six, his body still tuned to the rhythms of the game even as the games themselves had ended for him, and he pushed himself through workouts that left him trembling and sweat-soaked, trying to outrun the restlessness that had settled into his bones like a persistent chill. He ran miles along the Montreal waterfront until his lungs burned and his legs ached, lifting weights until his muscles screamed in protest, watching film until his eyes blurred, all in an attempt to fill the hours that stretched before him like an endless, featureless plain.
But by night, he was someone else entirely. He was Ilya's lover, Ilya's partner, Ilya's future, and he spent those hours on the phone or on video calls or, when the schedule allowed and the risk felt manageable, in Ilya's bed in Boston, learning the shape of a life that was slowly becoming real. They had fallen into a routine that was both thrilling and terrifying in its domesticity, Shane taking the train down to Boston on off days, Ilya flying him in on private jets when the team was on the road, creating a bubble of intimacy that existed outside of time and space, outside of the reality that they were still technically rivals, still technically secret, still technically living separate lives.
Boston swept Toronto in four games, a dominant performance that left the hockey world buzzing about the inevitability of their march to the Cup. Shane watched Game Four from Ilya's apartment in Back Bay, sitting on the leather couch that he had chosen himself from a furniture store they had visited together on a rare afternoon off, surrounded by the trappings of a life that was slowly becoming his. He had started leaving things there, at first accidentally, a toothbrush, a pair of socks, and then deliberately, a sweater, a book, a framed photograph of them together that Ilya kept turned toward the wall when anyone else was present but that faced outward when they were alone, a secret testament to what they were building.
When the final horn sounded on Boston's victory, when Ilya and his teammates poured onto the ice to celebrate their conference championship, Shane stood in Ilya's living room with a glass of whiskey in his hand and felt the complex swirl of emotions that had become his constant companion. He was proud, fiercely, achingly proud, of the man he loved, of the skill and determination that had carried him to this moment. He was envious, painfully, shamefully envious, of the chance to compete for the Cup, of the opportunity that had been denied him by the cruel mathematics of playoff hockey. And he was hopeful, tentatively, cautiously hopeful, that this was just the beginning, that Ilya's success was their success, that the life they were building would have room for both of their triumphs.
Ilya called him from the locker room, his voice rough with champagne and adrenaline and joy. "We did it," he said, the words slurring slightly. "We're going to the Finals. Shane, we're going to the fucking Finals."
"You did it," Shane corrected, though he was smiling, his heart full to bursting. "You were incredible. That goal in the third..."
"I thought about you," Ilya interrupted, his voice dropping to a whisper that was barely audible over the noise of the celebration in the background. "When I scored. I looked up at the stands where you sit and I thought about you. I wished you were there. I wished you were on the ice with me. I wished..."
"I wished it too," Shane said, his throat tight. "But I'm here. I'm waiting for you. Come home to me."
"I'm coming," Ilya promised. "As soon as I can. Wait up for me."
"I'll always wait for you," Shane said, and he meant it. He would wait forever if he had to. He had already proven that.
The wait turned out to be longer than either of them had anticipated. The celebration stretched into the early hours of the morning, and by the time Ilya stumbled through the door of his apartment, Shane had fallen asleep on the couch, the whiskey barely touched, the television still playing highlights of the game on mute. Ilya woke him with kisses, tasting of champagne and victory and the unique electricity that came from achieving something that had seemed impossible, and Shane opened his eyes to find the man he loved looming over him, disheveled and beautiful and his.
"You waited," Ilya said, his smile crooked, his eyes bright.
"I said I would," Shane replied, reaching up to pull Ilya down onto him, to feel the weight of him, the reality of him. "Congratulations. I mean it. I'm so proud of you."
Ilya buried his face in Shane's neck, his body shaking slightly, and Shane realized with a jolt that he was crying, that the emotion of the moment had overwhelmed him, that the victory was too big to contain in one body. Shane held him, stroking his back, whispering words of love and comfort into his hair, and they stayed like that for a long time, tangled together on the couch, until Ilya's tears subsided and he lifted his head to look at Shane with an expression that was raw and vulnerable and full of wonder.
"I want you there," Ilya said, his voice thick. "For the Finals. I want you in the stands. I want to look up and see you. I want to know that you're watching. That you see me."
"I'll be there," Shane promised. "Every game. I won't miss a single one."
They made love that night with a desperation that spoke of their separation, of the weeks of stolen moments and rushed encounters, of the fear that had been building in both of them that this was too hard, that the distance was too great, that the secret was too heavy to carry much longer. Ilya took his time preparing Shane, stretching him open with fingers that trembled slightly, watching his face for any sign of discomfort, any hint of pain. When he pushed inside, it was with a slowness that was agonizing, filling Shane inch by inch until they were fully joined, until Shane could feel Ilya's heartbeat inside him, until they were one person in the way that only this act could achieve.
They moved together with a rhythm that was as familiar as breathing, Ilya's hips rolling in deep, steady thrusts that hit every sensitive spot inside Shane, making him gasp and moan and clutch at Ilya's back. Ilya watched him with eyes that were dark and full of wonder, his hands gripping Shane's hips hard enough to bruise, his breath coming in rough gasps that spoke of his control, his restraint, his determination to make this last. But they were both too far gone, too hungry for each other, too desperate for the connection that had been denied them by circumstance and schedule and the relentless demands of playoff hockey.
Ilya came first, spilling inside Shane with a groan that sounded like surrender, like finally letting go of the last of his fear, his doubt, his resistance. The sensation of it, the heat and the pulse of him, pushed Shane over the edge, and he followed a moment later, his release painting their stomachs as his body tightened around Ilya, drawing out his pleasure, making him shudder and gasp and collapse forward onto Shane's chest.
They lay there for a long time, still joined, unwilling to break the connection, until the sweat cooled on their skin and their breathing returned to normal. Ilya pulled out eventually, rolling onto his side and gathering Shane into his arms, tangling their legs together, pressing kisses to Shane's forehead, his temples, the tip of his nose.
"We need to talk about the summer," Ilya said, his voice soft but serious. "About what happens next. About us."
Shane tensed slightly, his heart hammering against his ribs. "What do you mean?"
"I mean that I don't want to spend another summer apart," Ilya said, his hand coming up to trace the line of Shane's jaw, his thumb brushing over Shane's lower lip with a tenderness that made Shane's chest ache. "I mean that I want you here. In Boston. With me. Not just for visits. Not just for stolen weekends. I want you to move in. Officially. Permanently."
Shane stared at him, his eyes wide, his throat tight. "Ilya..."
"I know it's fast," Ilya continued, his voice gaining strength, his conviction clear. "I know we've only been together for a few months. I know the world doesn't know about us yet. But I don't care. I love you. I want to build a life with you. And I'm tired of waiting. I'm tired of pretending that we're not serious, that we're not committed, that we're not planning a future together. I want to start that future now."
"I want that too," Shane said, the words coming out in a rush, the truth of them overwhelming. "I've been looking at apartments. In Back Bay. Near where you live. I found one, actually. A brownstone. It's... it's perfect. It has a yard. Room for... for everything."
Ilya's eyes lit up, a smile breaking across his face that was so bright it could have powered the city. "Show me," he said. "Tomorrow. We'll go see it together. And if you like it, if it's what you want, then we'll take it. We'll make it ours."
They fell asleep like that, wrapped around each other, dreaming of the future, and when Shane woke the next morning, it was to the sound of Ilya in the kitchen, humming as he made coffee, the sound of domesticity so perfect that Shane had to pinch himself to believe it was real.
The brownstone was everything Shane had dreamed it would be, a three-story brick building on a quiet street in Back Bay, with a small garden in the back and high ceilings and big windows that let in the morning light. It had four bedrooms, which seemed excessive until Shane thought about the future, about the children they would have, the family they would build, the life they would create together. It had a kitchen that was big enough for two people to cook in without bumping elbows, a fireplace in the living room, and a master bedroom with an en suite bathroom that had a shower big enough for both of them.
Ilya walked through it with him, his hand in Shane's, saying little but his eyes speaking volumes. He loved it. Shane could tell. He loved it because it was a home, because it was a place where they could be together, because it was the physical manifestation of the future they had been dreaming about.
"We'll take it," Ilya said to the realtor, before Shane could even open his mouth to negotiate. "Whatever the asking price is. We'll take it."
"Ilya," Shane started to protest, thinking about money, about fairness, about the fact that this was his responsibility, his choice.
"Ilya nothing," Ilya interrupted, pulling him close, kissing him hard right there in the empty living room of what would soon be their home. "I want this. I want you. I want us. And I'm going to pay for half of it because that's what partners do. That's what we're going to be. Partners. In everything."
They signed the lease that afternoon, both of their names on the document, the first official record of their relationship that existed outside of their own hearts. It was terrifying and exhilarating and the most right thing Shane had ever done.
The Stanley Cup Finals began a week later, Boston against Chicago, and Shane was there for every game, sitting in the stands with a hat pulled low over his eyes, watching Ilya play with a focus that bordered on religious devotion. He watched Boston win Game One in overtime, Ilya scoring the winning goal with a shot that was so perfect, so precise, that it seemed to defy physics. He watched them lose Game Two in a blowout that left Ilya frustrated and silent on the phone afterward, Shane whispering words of comfort and encouragement into the darkness of their new bedroom, the bedroom that was still mostly empty except for the bed they had bought together.
He watched them win Game Three in Chicago, Ilya playing with a ferocity that bordered on violence, scoring twice and assisting on another goal, dominating the ice in a way that made the commentators speak his name in hushed, reverent tones. And he watched them lose Game Four in heartbreaking fashion, a double-overtime loss that left the series tied at two games apiece and Ilya so exhausted that he could barely speak when he finally made it back to the hotel.
Shane held him that night, saying nothing, just being there, and he thought about the dream, about the timeline he was trying to recreate and accelerate. In the original timeline, Boston had won the Cup in six games, Ilya had been the hero, and they had celebrated together in the chaos of the locker room, hidden from the world but together in the most important way. He didn't know if that would happen this time, didn't know if the timeline would hold, if the future he remembered was immutable or fluid, but he knew that whatever happened, they would face it together.
Game Five was in Boston, and Shane watched from the stands as Ilya played the game of his life, scoring a hat trick in a dominant victory that put Boston one win away from the championship. The arena was electric, the noise deafening, the joy palpable, and Shane cheered until his throat was raw, until tears streamed down his face, until he didn't care who saw him or what they thought. He was there for Ilya. He was there for them. He was there for the future they were building.
After the game, he waited in the parking garage where they had arranged to meet, his heart hammering against his ribs, his body thrumming with adrenaline and love and the desperate need to touch him, to hold him, to celebrate this victory with him. Ilya appeared out of the shadows, still in his suit, his eyes bright with victory and love and the knowledge that they were one step away from everything he had ever dreamed of.
He didn't say anything when he saw Shane. He just crossed the distance between them in three long strides and pulled him into an embrace that was too tight, too desperate, too public. But Shane didn't care. He didn't care about the cameras or the fans or the risk of discovery. He cared about Ilya. He cared about this moment. He cared about the future that was so close he could taste it.
"We're going to win this," Ilya whispered against Shane's ear, his voice rough with emotion. "We're going to win the Cup. And then... and then we're going to tell everyone. We're going to stop hiding. We're going to be together, openly, proudly, forever."
"Yes," Shane agreed, his face buried in Ilya's neck, breathing in the scent of him, the reality of him. "Yes. Together. Forever."
They made love in the back seat of Ilya's car, parked in the shadows of the arena, the sounds of the celebration still echoing around them. It was quick and desperate and perfect, Ilya's hand over Shane's mouth to muffle his cries, Shane's hands gripping Ilya's hips hard enough to leave marks that would last through the next game. They came together, shaking and gasping and holding each other like they were drowning, like they were the only solid ground in a world that had turned to water.
Afterward, they lay tangled together in the cramped space, Ilya's head on Shane's chest, Shane's hand in Ilya's hair, and they talked about the future. About the parade if they won. About the apartment they were moving into. About the family they would start, the children they would have, the life they would build. They talked until the early hours of the morning, until the parking garage was empty and the arena was dark and the world had moved on to other stories.
Then Ilya drove Shane back to his hotel, kissed him goodbye at the door, and disappeared into the night, back to his team, back to the reality that was still separate from Shane's, still distinct, still waiting to be merged.
But the merge was coming. Shane could feel it, could see it on the horizon like a sunrise after a long night. They were building something real, something lasting, something that would survive the transition from secret to public, from hidden to open, from possibility to certainty. They were building a life. And soon, very soon, the world would know.






      

  












      Chapter 14: Chapter 14: Champions
  








  The morning of Game Six dawned with a clarity that felt almost supernatural, as if the universe itself had paused to hold its breath, waiting to see which way history would turn. Shane woke in the hotel bed that had become familiar over the past two weeks, the sheets still bearing the faint scent of Ilya's cologne from the night before, the pillow beside him still holding the indentation where Ilya's head had rested during their whispered conversation until three in the morning. He lay still for a long time, watching the light filter through the curtains, feeling the weight of the day pressing down on him with a gravity that made his chest tight.
Today could be the day. Today Ilya could win the Cup. Today everything could change.
Shane had lived this day before, or at least a version of it, in the dream that had become his compass, his map, his guiding star through the wilderness of this second chance. In that other life, in that other timeline, Boston had won the Cup in six games, Ilya had been the hero, and they had celebrated together in the chaos of the victory, hidden from the world but together in the most important way. But Shane had learned that the dream was not a guarantee, not a script to be followed word for word, but rather a possibility, a template that could be improved upon, accelerated, made better through intention and effort and love.
He rose from the bed and moved through his morning routine with a mechanical precision that belied the turmoil in his chest. He showered, shaved, dressed in clothes that felt too casual for the importance of the day, a simple sweater and jeans that marked him as a spectator rather than a participant. He was not playing today. He would not be on the ice. He would be in the stands, watching, waiting, hoping, and the helplessness of that position was something he was still learning to endure.
His phone buzzed as he was pouring coffee in the small kitchenette, a message from Ilya that was simple and devastating in its brevity. Today. I feel it. Today we make history.
Shane typed back with fingers that trembled slightly, the weight of the moment not lost on him. Today. I'm with you. Always.
The hours before puck drop stretched into an eternity of waiting. Shane tried to watch film, tried to read, tried to do anything to occupy his mind, but his thoughts kept returning to Ilya, to the arena, to the game that would decide everything. He thought about the brownstone they had leased together, sitting empty and waiting for them to fill it with furniture and memories and the gradual accumulation of a shared life., He thought about the ring he would eventually buy for Ilya, a simple platinum band identical to the one he had worn in his dream, the one that had become part of his skin during eleven years of a life together. 


He wasn’t going to propose today. He knew that would be foolish, impulsive, too much too soon. But he knew what he wanted to give Ilya, and with a certainty that came from having lived that future, he knew he would propose eventually, that Ilya would say yes, and that they would stand before friends and family and promise each other forever. The knowledge was a comfort and a torment, a reminder of what was waiting for them and a goad to hurry, to rush, to push the timeline forward so that they could start that life as soon as possible.
He arrived at the arena three hours before game time, his credentials allowing him access to the building even as a non-player, his face recognized by security guards and staff who nodded to him with a respect that was tinged with pity. The eliminated player, watching from the sidelines, the rival who had become something else entirely. He made his way to the seats he had occupied for the entire series, close enough to the ice to see the sweat on the players' faces, far enough from the action to be somewhat anonymous in the crowd that was already beginning to fill the building.
The arena filled slowly, then all at once, a sea of black and gold that roared with anticipation and fear and hope. Shane watched the warm-ups with a focus that was absolute, his eyes finding Ilya immediately, tracking his movements around the ice with a hunger that felt permanent, a fixture of his existence. Ilya looked up at him once, just once, their eyes meeting across the distance, and Shane saw the acknowledgment there, the love, the certainty that they were in this together even if they were separated by glass and protocol and the rigid boundaries of the game.
The pre-game ceremony was a blur of lights and music and hype, the kind of manufactured excitement that playoff hockey demanded. Shane stood for the anthem, his hand over his heart, his voice joining the thousands of others in the building, and he felt the tears prick at his eyes, the emotion of the moment overwhelming him. This was it. This was the culmination of a season, of a career, of a lifetime of work and sacrifice and dreaming.
The puck dropped, and the game began.
It was brutal from the start, a physical contest that left both teams bloodied and gasping. Chicago played with the desperation of a team facing elimination, throwing their bodies into every corner, every scrum, every battle for the puck with a ferocity that bordered on violence. Boston matched them, shift for shift, hit for hit, and the ice became a battlefield where only the strong survived.
Ilya was magnificent. Shane watched him with a pride that was almost painful, his heart swelling with every shift, every shot, every moment of brilliance that reminded the world why he was one of the best players of his generation. He scored in the first period, a wrist shot from the slot that beat the Chicago goaltender high on the glove side, and the arena erupted in a sound that was like thunder, like the end of the world, like the beginning of everything.
Shane cheered until his throat was raw, until tears streamed down his face, until he didn't care who saw him or what they thought. He was there for Ilya. He was there for them. He was there for the future they were building.
Chicago tied the game in the second period, a fluky goal that bounced off a skate and past the Boston goaltender, and the tension in the arena ratcheted up to a level that felt almost dangerous. Shane could feel it in his chest, in his bones, in the way his hands clenched the armrests until his knuckles were white. This was playoff hockey at its most brutal, its most beautiful, its most devastating.
The third period was a war of attrition, both teams exhausted, neither willing to give an inch. Shane watched Ilya skate shift after shift, his face set in lines of determination and pain, his body pushed to the absolute limit of its endurance. He was leaving everything on the ice, every ounce of energy, every drop of sweat, every beat of his heart, and Shane loved him so much in that moment that he thought he might die from it.
With two minutes left in the game, with the score still tied, with the season hanging in the balance, Ilya took the puck in the neutral zone and turned on the jets. Shane had seen him skate fast before, had seen him outrace defenders and break away from the pack, but he had never seen him skate like this, with a speed that seemed to defy physics, with a determination that was visible in every line of his body.
He blew past the first defender, then the second, and suddenly he was alone, breaking in on goal, the Chicago goaltender coming out to challenge him, the crowd rising to its feet as one, the sound building to a crescendo that seemed to shake the foundations of the building.
Ilya deked, a move that was so quick, so perfect, that the goaltender didn't even have time to react. He pulled the puck to his backhand and lifted it over the goalie's shoulder, into the net, and the red light went on, and the arena exploded.
Boston took the lead. Two minutes to go. The Cup was within reach.
Shane was on his feet, screaming, crying, his hands clapped over his mouth to hold in the sobs that were tearing through him. He watched Ilya celebrate, watched him raise his arms to the sky, watched his teammates mob him with hugs and pats and screams of joy, and he thought that he had never seen anything more beautiful, more perfect, more right.
The final two minutes were the longest of Shane's life. He stood the entire time, his body tense, his heart hammering, willing the clock to move faster, willing the game to end, willing the victory to be secure. When the final horn sounded, when the realization that they had won, that they were champions, that the Cup was theirs, settled over the building like a blanket, Shane felt his knees buckle, felt the tears flow freely, felt the overwhelming emotion of the moment wash over him like a wave.
The Boston players poured over the boards and onto the ice, a tidal wave of black and gold that converged on the goal where Ilya stood, where the Chicago players were already shaking hands, where history was being written in real time. The celebration was immediate and chaotic, players falling to their knees, throwing their sticks and gloves into the air, embracing each other with a ferocity that spoke of the journey they had taken together, the battles they had fought, the sacrifices they had made.
Shane made his way down to the ice level with a single-minded focus, his credentials clearing him through the security barriers that were already being overwhelmed by media and staff and family members rushing to join the celebration. He moved through the crowd with a determination that was fueled by love and need and the desperate desire to be with Ilya, to hold him, to tell him that he was proud of him and that he loved him and that they were going to spend the rest of their lives together.
He reached the boards as the Stanley Cup was being brought out onto the ice, the silver trophy gleaming under the arena lights like a beacon, like a promise, like the physical manifestation of every dream these players had ever had. The commissioner was there, the officials were there, and the Boston players were lining up, their faces transformed by joy and exhaustion and the disbelief that came from achieving the impossible.
Ilya was at the front of the line, as was his right as the hero of the game, the scorer of the winning goal, the heart of the team. He stood there in his skates, his helmet off, his hair plastered to his forehead with sweat, his eyes scanning the crowd with a hunger that was visible even from a distance. He was looking for Shane. Shane knew it with a certainty that transcended reason. He was looking for him.
Their eyes met across the ice, across the chaos, across the distance that had separated them for so long. Ilya smiled, a smile that was radiant and pure and full of love, and he held out his hand, beckoning, inviting, demanding that Shane join him.
Shane didn't hesitate. He stepped onto the ice, his shoes slipping slightly on the frozen surface, and crossed the distance between them with a speed that felt like flying. The cameras were rolling, the world was watching, and Shane didn't care. He didn't care about anything except getting to Ilya, being with Ilya, claiming the future that was waiting for them.
They met in the center of the ice, in front of the Cup, in front of the world, and Ilya pulled him into an embrace that was too tight, too desperate, too perfect. Shane could feel the cold of Ilya's jersey against his cheek, could smell the sweat and the ice and the unique scent that was Ilya, could feel the trembling in Ilya's body that spoke of exhaustion and emotion and the overwhelming reality of the moment.
"You did it," Shane whispered against Ilya's ear, his voice breaking. "You won. You won it all."
"We won," Ilya corrected, pulling back just enough to look at Shane, to meet his eyes, to show him the truth of what he was saying. "This is for us. For our future. For our life."
And then Ilya kissed him. Right there on the ice, in front of the commissioner, in front of the cameras, in front of the millions of people watching around the world. He kissed him like he was drowning and Shane was air, like he was starving and Shane was sustenance, like he had been waiting his whole life for this moment and was determined to make it last.
The arena went silent for a beat, a moment of shock and realization, and then the cheering started again, louder than before, the sound rising to a crescendo that was deafening. Shane could hear teammates shouting, could hear the announcers struggling to find words, could hear the roar of the crowd as they processed what they were seeing. But mostly he could feel Ilya's lips against his, Ilya's hands in his hair, Ilya's heart beating against his chest.
When they broke apart, both breathing hard, Ilya rested his forehead against Shane's and whispered, "No more hiding. No more secrets. Just us. Just this. Just forever."
"Forever," Shane agreed, and he kissed Ilya again, softer this time, a promise and a seal and a beginning.
The commissioner cleared his throat beside them, and they separated slightly, remembering where they were, what was happening, the protocol that demanded attention. But Ilya didn't let go of Shane's hand, kept their fingers intertwined as he turned to accept the Cup, as he lifted it over his head with his free hand, as he skated a victory lap around the ice with Shane beside him, their hands joined, their future bright and open and undeniable.
The cameras followed them, capturing every moment, every smile, every stolen kiss as they circled the rink. The other players joined them, embracing them both, accepting Shane as one of their own, celebrating not just the championship but the love that had been revealed in its midst. Cliff Marlow clapped Shane on the shoulder with a grin that was genuine and warm. Brad Hammersmith hugged him with a ferocity that spoke of acceptance. Ryan Price, the enforcer who had once threatened him on the ice, shook his hand with a respect that was earned, not given.
They were a team. They were a family. And Shane was part of it now, not as a rival or an enemy, but as Ilya's partner, Ilya's love, Ilya's future.
The celebration moved to the locker room eventually, the Cup being carried in by Ilya with Shane still at his side, the champagne flowing freely, the music blasting, the joy unrestrained. But the important moment, the moment that would be replayed for years to come, the moment that would change everything, had happened on the ice, in the light, in front of the world.
Hours later, as the sun was rising over Boston, Shane and Ilya made their way back to the brownstone, the Cup sitting in the back seat of the car between them like a third passenger, like a witness to their love. They carried it inside together, setting it on the kitchen table where they had eaten their first meal as a couple, where they had planned their future, where they had dreamed of this moment.
They made love in the bedroom upstairs, slow and tender and full of the knowledge that they were free, that they were together, that the hardest part was over. Ilya prepared Shane with infinite care, stretching him open with fingers that trembled slightly, watching his face for any sign of discomfort, any hint of pain. When he pushed inside, it was with a slowness that was agonizing, filling Shane inch by inch until they were fully joined, until Shane could feel Ilya's heartbeat inside him, until they were one person in the way that only this act could achieve.
 Their bodies locked into a shared cadence, hips meeting in a slow, powerful drive. Each roll of Ilya’s pelvis sank deep, brushing against places that stole Shane’s breath and forced soft, broken sounds from his throat as his fingers dug into the hard muscles of Ilya’s shoulders. Ilya kept his gaze fixed on Shane’s face, pupils wide with something close to awe, while his palms anchored firmly on the curve of Shane’s waist, fingers pressing temporary marks into the skin. His own chest rose and fell in measured, uneven pulls of air, every muscle held tight with deliberate restraint as he stretched the heat between them for as long as he could. 
"I love you," Ilya whispered against Shane's lips, his pace faltering slightly as he got close. "I love you. I love you. I love you."
"I love you too," Shane gasped, wrapping his legs around Ilya's waist, pulling him deeper. "Always. Forever."
 Their peaks collided almost as one. Ilya emptied himself deep inside Shane with a low, broken sound thick with release, the final crumbling of every fear, hesitation, and wall he’d kept between them. Moments later Shane’s climax overtook him, hot stripes of release streaking across their pressed-together stomachs while his body clenched hard around Ilya, dragging out every last tremor until Ilya’s frame shook and a ragged breath tore free as he sank heavily onto Shane’s chest.


They remained locked together long afterward, neither willing to separate, until the sheen of sweat faded from their skin, their heartbeats slowed, and soft morning sunlight spilled through the windows, washing the room in warm gold that felt almost sacred. 
"We're going to be okay," Ilya said, his voice soft with wonder, his head resting on Shane's shoulder. "Aren't we? We're going to be happy."
"We're going to be more than okay," Shane promised, turning his head to kiss Ilya's temple. "We're going to be perfect. We're going to have everything."
They fell asleep as the sun climbed higher in the sky, as the city woke up to a new day and a new champion, as the future stretched before them like an open road leading home. And for the first time since waking from the coma, Shane dreamed of nothing, because he was no longer living in the past or the future. He was living in the present, in the reality of Ilya's arms around him, in the certainty that they had built something real, something lasting, something that was only just beginning.






      

  












      Chapter 15: Chapter 15: The World Watches
  








  The morning arrived not with the gentle creeping of dawn that Shane had grown accustomed to in the months since waking from the coma, but with the violent intrusion of light and sound that accompanied a world that had been irrevocably changed. The sun poured through the windows of the brownstone with a brightness that felt accusatory, illuminating the dust motes that danced in the air and the disarray of their hastily discarded clothes from the night before. Shane woke slowly, his body aching in ways that were familiar and welcome, the pleasant soreness of having been thoroughly loved, and became aware of two things simultaneously: the weight of Ilya's arm across his chest, and the insistent buzzing of his phone from somewhere across the room where he had dropped his pants the night before.
He lay still for a moment, savoring the warmth of Ilya's body against his back, the rhythm of his breathing, the reality of him in a bed that was theirs, in a home that was theirs, in a life that was finally, finally beginning to resemble the one Shane had lost in the dream. The Cup sat downstairs on their kitchen table where they had left it, a gleaming testament to victory and sacrifice and the strange, winding path that had led them to this moment. But the victory felt distant now, overshadowed by the memory of the kiss, the public declaration, the irrevocable step they had taken on the ice in front of millions.
The phone stopped buzzing, then started again, then stopped, then started a third time with a persistence that suggested emergency rather than mere excitement. Shane extricated himself carefully from Ilya's embrace, trying not to wake him, though he knew from experience that Ilya slept like the dead after games, his body shutting down completely to repair the damage done by hours of intense physical exertion. He found his pants crumpled against the dresser and pulled his phone from the pocket, the screen lighting up with a barrage of notifications that made his stomach clench with a mixture of anticipation and dread.
There were 247 missed text messages. 89 missed calls. 1,532 Twitter notifications. His Instagram had gained 40,000 new followers overnight. His name was trending in six countries. And every single alert, every single headline, every single snippet of text he could see without opening the apps, spoke of one thing: the kiss. The moment. The revelation that Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov were not rivals, not enemies, not the antagonists the hockey world had believed them to be, but lovers. Partners. A couple.
He sat on the edge of the bed, naked and vulnerable in the morning light, and opened Twitter first, his thumb trembling slightly as he scrolled through the endless feed of reactions that ranged from ecstatic celebration to vitriolic condemnation to crude speculation about their private lives. The video of the kiss had been viewed 12 million times. Someone had set it to music, a slow, romantic ballad that made the moment seem even more cinematic than it had been in reality. Someone else had created a meme comparing their embrace to famous movie kisses, and another person had already designed merchandise: t-shirts with their faces and the words "Hockey's First Couple" printed in bold letters beneath.
The hockey world, Shane realized with a detachment that surprised him, had been waiting for this. Not specifically for them, not specifically for this moment, but for something. For a story. For a narrative that transcended the sport itself and touched on something universal, something human, something that made people believe in love and possibility and the idea that even the most bitter rivals could find common ground, could find each other, could build something beautiful from the ashes of competition.
But not everyone was celebrating. He scrolled past tweets that made his stomach turn, homophobic slurs and accusations of attention-seeking and speculation about whether this was real or a publicity stunt, whether they were actually together or just pretending for the cameras. Someone had already started a hashtag calling for Ilya to be stripped of the MVP award, as if loving Shane somehow invalidated his skill, his talent, his right to be recognized as the best. Someone else was questioning Shane's masculinity, his sexuality, his right to exist in the sport at all.
Shane set the phone down with a hand that was steadier than he felt, his heart hammering against his ribs, his breath coming in shallow gasps that felt like the precursor to a panic attack. He had known this would happen. He had prepared for it, had lived through a version of it in the dream where they had come out gradually, carefully, over years rather than in one explosive moment. But knowing and experiencing were different things, and the reality of the world's gaze upon them felt heavy and suffocating and terrifying in a way that made him want to crawl back into bed and pull the covers over his head and pretend that none of this was happening.
Ilya stirred behind him, the mattress shifting as he rolled over, his hand reaching out to find the space where Shane had been. "Shane?" he mumbled, his voice rough with sleep and thick with his accent. "Come back to bed. It's too early."
"It's almost noon," Shane said, his voice sounding strange to his own ears, distant and hollow. "Ilya... we need to talk. About last night. About what happens now."
Ilya sat up, blinking the sleep from his eyes, his hair sticking up in directions that defied gravity, his face soft and unguarded in a way that made Shane's chest ache with love and fear in equal measure. "What happens now," Ilya repeated, his expression shifting from sleepy confusion to alert concern as he took in Shane's posture, his face, the phone clutched in his hand. "What is it? What's wrong?"
Shane turned the phone around, showing him the screen, the endless notifications, the barrage of attention that was already beginning to feel like an invasion. "We're everywhere," he said quietly. "Everyone knows. Everyone has an opinion. Some of them are... not good."
Ilya took the phone from him and scrolled through the feed with a focus that was absolute, his face betraying nothing as he read the hate alongside the love, the condemnation alongside the celebration. He was quiet for a long time, his thumb moving steadily through the endless stream of commentary, and Shane watched him, waiting for the explosion, the anger, the fear that had to be coming. But when Ilya finally looked up, his eyes were clear and his expression was calm, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth.
"They're calling us Hockey's First Couple," Ilya said, his voice light, teasing. "I like that. It has a ring to it. Better than Rivals to Lovers, which is what the other half of the internet is using."
"Ilya, this is serious," Shane said, his voice cracking slightly. "People are angry. They're saying horrible things. They're threatening to... to boycott the team, to protest your MVP award, to make our lives hell. This isn't just a cute story. This is real. This is our lives."
Ilya set the phone down and reached for Shane, pulling him back onto the bed, gathering him into his arms with a strength that was comforting and possessive and exactly what Shane needed. "I know it's real," Ilya said, his voice soft against Shane's hair. "I know it's serious. But Shane, listen to me. We knew this would happen. We knew there would be people who didn't approve, who didn't understand, who wanted to tear us down. But we also knew... I hoped... that there would be more people who supported us. Who saw what we have and recognized it as something good. Something worth celebrating."
He pulled back just enough to look into Shane's eyes, his hands framing Shane's face with a gentleness that made Shane want to cry. "And look," Ilya continued, his thumb brushing over Shane's cheekbone. "Look at the numbers. Forty thousand new followers. Twelve million views. The world is watching, yes. But most of them are watching because they want to see us win. They want to believe in love. They want to know that this is possible."
Shane leaned into his touch, feeling some of the tension drain from his shoulders, some of the fear loosen its grip on his chest. "Your teammates," he said quietly. "What are they saying? Have you heard from them?"
Ilya smiled, a real smile this time, bright and genuine. "Cliff sent me a text at three in the morning. He said, and I quote, 'About time you made an honest man of him.' Brad sent a GIF of two penguins hugging. Ryan Price... this is the best part... Ryan Price sent me a message saying that if anyone gives me trouble, he'll handle it. He used the word 'handle' in a way that suggested violence. I think we have his support."
Shane laughed despite himself, a sound that was half sob and half relief. "They know. They've known for a while. And they're okay with it."
"They're more than okay with it," Ilya said, pulling him closer. "They're happy for us. They want us to be happy. And the rest of the world... the part that matters... they'll come around. Or they won't. But we don't need their approval. We have each other. We have this." He gestured around the room, at the bed they were sitting in, at the home they were building, at the future that was waiting for them. "We have everything."
The phone buzzed again, and Shane picked it up automatically, his eyes scanning the newest notification. It was from his mother. The words blurred slightly as he read them, his heart hammering against his ribs with a new kind of fear, the fear that came from family, from the people who had known him before he was a hockey player, before he was a rival, before he was anything except their son.
Call me. Your father and I need to talk to you. Now.
Shane felt the blood drain from his face, felt his hands go cold, felt the panic that had been lurking at the edges of his consciousness surge forward with a force that made him dizzy. His parents. He had not called them. He had not warned them. They had found out the same way the rest of the world had found out, by watching their son kiss another man on national television, by seeing the secret he had kept from them exposed in the most public way possible.
"Shane?" Ilya's voice was concerned, his hand on Shane's back warm and steady. "What is it? Who is it?"
"My parents," Shane managed, his voice barely above a whisper. "They know. They saw. They want to talk to me."
Ilya's expression shifted, something vulnerable and uncertain moving behind his eyes. "Do you want me to leave? Give you privacy?"
"No," Shane said quickly, too quickly, his hand reaching out to grip Ilya's wrist with a desperation that surprised them both. "No, please. Don't leave. I need you here. I need... I can't do this alone."
"You don't have to do it alone," Ilya promised, his voice steady and strong. "Whatever happens. Whatever they say. I'm here. I'm not going anywhere."
Shane called his mother back with shaking hands, putting the phone on speaker so that Ilya could hear, so that he wouldn't be alone in this, so that there would be a witness to whatever came next. The phone rang twice, three times, and then his mother's voice came through, crisp and controlled and giving away nothing.
"Shane," she said, and Shane closed his eyes against the weight of that single word, against the years of expectation and disappointment and love that were compressed into two syllables.
"Mom," he said, his voice rough. "I'm sorry. I should have called. I should have told you before... before you saw it on TV. I'm so sorry."
There was a pause, a silence that stretched into eternity, and Shane felt Ilya's hand find his, their fingers intertwining, anchoring him to the present, to the reality of what they had built, to the certainty that whatever happened with his parents, he was not alone.
"Your father is here," Yuna Hollander said finally, her voice still controlled, still unreadable. "We're both here. And Shane... we need you to tell us the truth. All of it. How long has this been going on? How long have you been lying to us?"
Shane took a deep breath, feeling Ilya's thumb stroke the back of his hand in a rhythm that was soothing and steady. "I haven't been lying," he said, the words coming out with more force than he intended. "I've been protecting myself. Protecting him. Protecting us. But I'm not going to apologize for loving him. I'm not going to apologize for who I am."
"Shane," his father's voice came through, deep and gravelly and achingly familiar. David Hollander, the man who had taught him to skate, who had pushed him through early mornings and late nights, who had sacrificed everything so that his son could have a shot at the NHL. "Shane, we're not angry because you love him. We're angry because you didn't trust us enough to tell us. Because we had to find out with the rest of the world. Because our son... our son... is suddenly a headline, a trending topic, a story for strangers to gossip about."
Shane felt the tears prick at his eyes, felt them spill over onto his cheeks, hot and humiliating. "I was scared," he admitted, his voice breaking. "I was scared you wouldn't understand. I was scared you would be disappointed. I was scared..."
"Of course we're disappointed," his mother said, and Shane's heart stopped, the world tilting on its axis. "We're disappointed that you thought you had to hide. That you thought we wouldn't love you anyway. That you carried this alone for so long."
"But," his father continued, his voice softer now, gentler. "We're also proud of you. Proud of the man you've become. Proud of the courage it took to do what you did last night. And your mother... well, she's already planning the wedding, so you should probably propose soon before she drives herself crazy with Pinterest boards."
Shane blinked, the words not registering, the shift too sudden, too drastic. "What?"
"We love you," his mother said, and now her voice was breaking too, the control cracking to reveal the emotion underneath. "We love you, Shane. We don't care who you love, as long as they love you back. As long as they're good to you. As long as they make you happy. And from what I saw last night... from the way that boy looked at you... I think he does. I think he is."
"He is," Shane managed, his voice thick with tears, with relief, with the overwhelming gratitude of being accepted, being loved, being known. "He's everything. He's... he's the person I want to spend my life with. The person I want to marry. The person I want to build a family with."
"Then bring him home," his father said, simple and gruff and perfect. "Bring him home so we can meet him properly. Not as your rival. Not as your enemy. But as your partner. As family."
Shane looked at Ilya, at the man who was watching him with eyes that were bright with unshed tears, with an expression that was hopeful and terrified and full of love. "I will," he promised his parents. "We'll come. Soon. As soon as we can."
They talked for a few more minutes, his mother asking about the Cup, about the celebration, about whether Ilya was a good kisser, which made Shane blush and stammer and laugh for the first time that morning. His father asked about the brownstone, about their plans, about whether Shane was taking care of himself, the same questions he had been asking since Shane was a boy playing peewee hockey in frozen rinks across Ontario.
When they hung up, Shane set the phone down and turned to Ilya, pulling him into an embrace that was desperate and grateful and full of the knowledge that they had been given a gift, a blessing, a foundation of family that would support them through whatever came next.
"They're okay with it," Shane whispered against Ilya's neck, the words muffled by skin and tears and relief. "They want to meet you. They want... they want us to be happy."
Ilya held him tight, his body shaking slightly, and Shane realized that he was crying too, that the relief was mutual, that the fear of rejection had been living in both of them, not just Shane. "I was so scared," Ilya admitted, his voice rough. "I thought... I thought they would hate me. That they would blame me. That they would think I corrupted you or turned you or..."
"They don't," Shane said, pulling back to look at him, to wipe the tears from Ilya's cheeks with his thumbs. "They just want me to be happy. And you make me happy. You make me happier than I ever thought possible."
Ilya kissed him then, soft and sweet and full of promise, and they stayed there for a long time, tangled together in the bed that was theirs, in the home that was theirs, while the world spun on outside, while the notifications continued to pour in, while the story of their love spread across the internet and the airwaves and the consciousness of a sport that was slowly, painfully, beautifully changing.
They made love again, slow and tender and full of the knowledge that they had survived the first test, the first day, the first exposure to the world's gaze. Ilya prepared Shane with infinite care, stretching him open with fingers that trembled slightly, watching his face for any sign of discomfort, any hint of pain. When he pushed inside, it was with a slowness that was agonizing, filling Shane inch by inch until they were fully joined, until Shane could feel Ilya's heartbeat inside him, until they were one person in the way that only this act could achieve.
Their bodies crashed together in a relentless, filthy rhythm that had nothing soft left in it. Ilya drove into Shane with deep, punishing rolls of his hips, each thrust angled to grind over that swollen, aching spot inside him until Shane’s vision sparked white. The wet slap of skin on skin filled the room, loud and obscene, mixed with the slick sound of Ilya’s cock dragging through the mess of lube and precome already dripping down Shane’s thighs.
Ilya’s hands were brutal. One locked around Shane’s throat just tight enough to make every breath a gift, the other bruising into the soft meat of his hip, fingers digging in hard enough to leave purple crescents that would last for days. He kept Shane pinned and open, knees shoved wide, ankles hooked high over Ilya’s shoulders so every stroke sank impossibly deeper. Shane’s nails raked bloody lines down Ilya’s back. Ilya only groaned louder and fucked him harder for it.
“Look at you,” Ilya growled against Shane’s mouth, voice rough with the effort of holding back. “Taking me so fucking deep. So greedy for it. You’re dripping all over my cock, baby. Soaked.” He snapped his hips especially hard, grinding in and staying buried, rolling against Shane’s prostate until Shane sobbed and clenched. “Gonna fill you up until it’s leaking out of you. Mark you inside so you feel me for days.”
Shane could only moan brokenly, legs trembling, cock trapped and leaking steadily between their sweat-slick stomachs. Every thrust punched another desperate sound out of him. Ilya’s eyes were black with hunger and something almost reverent, watching every flicker of pleasure and overwhelm cross Shane’s face like it was the only thing that mattered.
“I love you,” Ilya whispered, the words filthy and tender all at once as his rhythm started to stutter. He bit down on the side of Shane’s neck, hard enough to bruise, sucking a dark mark into the skin while he kept pounding deep. “I love you. Fuck, I love you so much it ruins me. Gonna come so deep inside you. Gonna claim every inch.”
“I love you too,” Shane gasped, voice wrecked, wrapping his legs tighter around Ilya’s waist and yanking him in until there was no space left. “Always. Forever. Please, give it to me. Fill me up. I want to feel it.”
Ilya’s control shattered. He slammed in one last time and stayed locked deep, spilling inside Shane with a raw, broken groan that sounded like surrender and victory mixed together, the final collapse of every last wall, every fear, every doubt. Hot pulses flooded Shane, thick and endless, while Ilya’s whole body shuddered above him.
Shane came a heartbeat later, untouched, his orgasm ripped out of him by the feel of Ilya throbbing inside and the filthy intimacy of being so completely taken. His release streaked messily across both their stomachs, thick ropes painting skin as his body clamped down hard around Ilya’s cock, milking every drop, dragging broken gasps and more aftershocks from the man above him. Ilya collapsed forward with a shuddering moan, still buried to the hilt, face pressed into Shane’s neck as they both shook through the last waves.
They stayed locked together long after, sticky and trembling, Ilya’s cock still half-hard and nestled deep inside the mess he’d made. Neither of them moved to separate. Ilya’s hand stayed loosely around Shane’s throat, thumb stroking the bruised skin there in slow, possessive circles while he pressed open-mouthed kisses to every mark he’d left: forehead, temples, the corner of Shane’s swollen lips, the dark bite on his neck.
Sweat cooled slowly on their skin. Their breathing evened out in matching, lazy patterns. Afternoon light spilled through the curtains in warm gold, catching on the sheen of come and sweat and the fresh bruises blooming across Shane’s hips and throat. It felt like something sacred and filthy all at once, proof that they’d given each other everything, held nothing back.
"We should check the other messages," Ilya said eventually, his voice muffled against Shane's shoulder. "See who else has reached out. See what the team is saying. See... see what happens next."
"Later," Shane said, his hand in Ilya's hair, holding him close. "Right now, I just want to be here. With you. In our home. While the world figures out what to do with us."
"And when they're done figuring?" Ilya asked, lifting his head to look at Shane with an expression that was hopeful and certain and full of love.
"Then we start building," Shane said, smiling, feeling the future open up before him like a road leading home. "We build the life we talked about. The wedding. The family. The everything. Together."
"Together," Ilya agreed, and he kissed him again, soft and sweet and full of promise, while outside the world continued to spin, continued to talk, continued to change, but in the brownstone on the quiet street in Back Bay, there was only this. Only them. Only love.






      

  












      Chapter 16: Chapter 16: Company
  








  By the eleventh day after the parade, the brownstone on Marlborough Street had stopped looking like a crime scene and started looking like a place where two people were failing to agree on furniture. Shane had been up since six, which was an hour later than his body wanted and two hours earlier than Ilya's, and he stood in the kitchen with a box cutter in one hand and a carton of his own mugs in front of him, trying to decide whether it was reasonable for one man to own eleven mugs. The carton had come down from Montreal on a courier truck with his good knives, his protein powder, a rice cooker that Ilya had already described as a hostage situation, and a framed photo of his father's old junior team that David Hollander had given him when he was twelve. The photo was leaning against the wall in the front hall because Ilya had hung a signed Bears jersey in the spot Shane had picked for it, a jersey from the Cup run, under glass, and the two of them had stood in front of that wall for ten minutes the night before negotiating like diplomats from countries that had been at war for a century. The jersey had won. Shane had let it win because Ilya's face when he looked at it was the face of a person who still couldn't believe he'd been allowed to keep something.
 
The Cup itself was gone. It had left the brownstone four days ago in the custody of a very polite man with white gloves, bound for some other player's lake house or some other player's hometown rink, and the kitchen table where it had sat for one night looked bare and slightly insulted. Shane ran his thumb over the spot where the base had left a faint ring in the finish and thought that he ought to feel something dramatic about that. What he mostly felt was that the table needed a runner or a bowl of something, and that he had no idea where in Boston a person went to buy a bowl.
 
His phone buzzed against the counter. Farah, which meant it was already a real business day somewhere in the world, and she was the kind of agent who regarded the sunrise as a personal challenge.
 
"Tell me you're sitting down," she said when he picked up.
 
"I'm standing in a kitchen holding a box cutter."
 
"Put the box cutter down. I'm not joking. Put it down, I want to be sure I'm not responsible for anything." She waited, and he heard her tapping at a keyboard, and he set the box cutter on the counter and felt faintly ridiculous. "Okay. Here is where we are. Two sponsors have walked. The sports drink and the truck company, which I called myself, the truck company, because they're clearly unclear about what a truck is for. Three have called to say they're delighted and want to increase the commitment. One of those is a watch company that has never in its history wanted to be associated with anything with a pulse, so frame that however you want. And the league's communications people have asked, very politely, whether you'd be willing to do a joint availability with Ilya in the fall. I told them you'd think about it. I did not tell them that you'd already be on a plane."
 
"I'd think about it," Shane said.
 
"Good. You think about it. Also, your mother has called me four times, and I like your mother, but I'm a professional and she is relentless. She says she's driving down Saturday and she'd like to know if Ilya eats pork."
 
"He eats everything. Farah, he eats things off other people's plates."
 
"I'll tell her that in a way that sounds more wholesome." She paused. "How are you actually doing? Not as a client. I've known you since you were eighteen, and you've done the thing where your voice goes very level and polite, and that's usually when you're about to drive yourself into a wall."
 
He looked at the wall in question, which was white and undecorated, and then at the hallway beyond it, where his father's junior team stood in exile. "I'm fine," he said. "I'm good. We're moving things in. I'm trying to figure out how many mugs is too many."
 
"Eleven is too many."
 
"How do you know I have eleven?"
 
"Because you're you," Farah said, and hung up before he could argue the point.
 
He took the mugs out one at a time and lined them on the counter. Two were from charity events, one had a chip on the handle that he'd kept for no reason he could defend, one was the thick white diner mug from the first apartment he'd rented in Montreal, and one was a plain blue ceramic one he had never seen before in his life. He turned that one over in his hands. It had no maker's mark, no logo, and it was heavy in a way that suggested it had been made by an actual person at an actual wheel. It must have come from Ilya's things, a box mislabeled in the move, though when he thought about it he couldn't picture Ilya buying a mug, or choosing one, or standing in front of a shelf of them with an opinion.
 
He knew that mug, though. That was the problem. He knew it as clearly as he knew the shape of his own hand. In the hotel room in Toronto, in the room that had never existed, there had been a blue mug on the dresser that Ilya filled with tea every morning and carried to the window, and Shane had given it to him one Christmas because the glaze was the same color as the water at Cape Cod. Shane stood very still in the kitchen with the mug in both hands. He had never given anyone a mug. This one had come from a box at the bottom of Ilya's closet, from some thrift shop in Dorchester or a yard sale or a teammate's farewell gift, and it was blue because blue was a color that existed. That was all it was. He told himself that twice, in order, and then he filled the kettle at the sink and set it on the stove, because his hands wanted something to do and tea was what they knew.
 
By the time Ilya came down the stairs, the kitchen smelled like bergamot and the mugs were in the cupboard in a row, and Shane had managed to arrange his face. Ilya was wearing only the gray sweatpants he'd slept in, his hair flat on one side where he'd lain on it, and he walked straight past Shane to the coffee maker without speaking, which was how Shane knew it was still too early for language. He pressed the button, stared at the machine while it gurgled, and then turned and leaned his back against the counter with his arms crossed over his bare chest and looked at the mug in Shane's hands.
 
"You are drinking leaves," Ilya said, in the flat voice of a man making a report.
 
"It's tea."
 
"Is leaves in hot water. This is how I know you are from Canada." He held out a hand without any shame at all. "Give me. I try."
 
"You don't have to."
 
"I know I don't have to. I am saying I will try. Give."
 
Shane gave him the mug. Ilya took a sip and held it in his mouth like a man evaluating wine and then swallowed with his whole face pulled into an expression of deep suffering, and he handed the mug back and reached for the coffee that had finished dripping. "No," he said. "Is terrible. Is like drinking a flower that has died. I am sorry, golubchik. I like you very much, but I cannot do it. If you want to drink tea, you drink tea, I will not say one word, I will say only a few words."
 
"A few words is fine."
 
"Okay." Ilya poured his coffee, black, no sugar, and drank half of it standing there. He looked at Shane over the rim with his eyebrows pulled together. "Why do you make that face?"
 
"What face?"
 
"The face like I kicked a dog. I said I do not like tea. I did not say I do not like you."
 
"I know that." Shane put the mug down on the counter and looked at it. It was an ordinary mug with an ordinary ring of tea inside it. "I just thought you drank it. I had it in my head that you did. It's stupid, I must've seen you with one at some event, or I made it up." He heard how thin that was as he said it, and he picked the mug back up and drank from it so that he would have somewhere to put his mouth. "It's nothing. You don't like tea. That's useful to know. I'll stop buying the good kind."
 
"Buy the good kind," Ilya said. "I will smell it and be happy that you are happy. Is a very good smell. Just not a good taste." He came across the kitchen and took the mug out of Shane's hand again, set it down, and put both of his big palms against Shane's face, thumbs on his cheekbones, and kissed him on the mouth. He tasted like coffee and sleep. "Your mother is coming in two days," he said against Shane's lips. "I know that is why you are making a face. I am also making a face. I am making it on the inside. Today I buy a tablecloth. Today I buy forks."
 
"We have forks."
 
"We have forks that are in a box labeled Misc. I will not give your mother forks from a box labeled Misc."
 
Shane laughed, a real one, and some of the tightness that had been sitting in his shoulders since the blue mug came loose. Ilya grinned at the sound and kissed him again, quicker, and then went off to find a shirt, calling back over his shoulder that if Shane's mother disliked him then Shane would have to choose between them and he already knew the answer was Yuna, because she was clearly the more frightening one.
 
They spent the next two days making the house believable. Ilya bought forks. He also bought a tablecloth, six cloth napkins in a shade of green that he called forest and the saleswoman had called sage, a set of dishes that Shane had pointed to in the store and Ilya had paid for before Shane could finish asking the price, and a pot big enough to bathe a child in, which he said was for pelmeni and which Shane privately thought was for his own nerves. He cleaned the bathrooms himself with a ferocity that Shane found both endearing and slightly alarming, and he stood in the doorway of the guest bedroom on Friday night for a full minute looking at the bed that Shane's parents would sleep in, as though it might be filing a complaint. He wanted to know whether Yuna liked flowers, and whether it would be strange to put flowers in the room, and whether strange was better or worse than no flowers, and Shane said that his mother liked flowers and had no feelings about strangeness, and Ilya went out and came back with an armful of white and yellow ones that he arranged on the dresser with the focused expression he used for line changes.
 
"Say it again," Ilya said that night, in bed, with the lamp off and one arm thrown over his eyes. "What I call her."
 
"Mrs. Hollander is fine. She'll tell you to call her Yuna. She'll probably do it right away."
 
"And your father."
 
"David. He'll say David. He might shake your hand for a really long time, but that's just a thing he does."
 
"What if he doesn't like me?"
 
"He'll like you."
 
"You do not know this. He has seen me on television only. On television I am a dirty player. I take penalties. I make hand gestures." Ilya took his arm off his eyes and turned his head on the pillow. In the dark Shane could see only the outline of his face and the glint of his eyes. "What if they look at me and see a man who is taking you away from the family?"
 
"They're not going to see that."
 
"They are going to see exactly that. Is true." Ilya was quiet for a bit. "My father would have. If it was the other way. If I brought home a man, my father would have taken the man out into the yard and hit him with something." He said it lightly, but it landed in the dark room with some weight, and Shane reached across the space between them and found Ilya's hand and held it. "Is okay. He is not going to do it now. I only mean I am not sure how they work. Parents who are nice."
 
"They're not that nice," Shane said. "My mother once made me sit in a car outside a rink for an hour because I lost a game and was rude to the other team's goalie. My father drove me to practice at five in the morning for eleven years and never said a word about it, and I think he's still waiting for me to say thank you in a way that sounds like I mean it. They're regular. They're just regular and they're very, very persistent."
 
"Persistent," Ilya repeated, as though tasting the word. "Okay. This I can do. I am also persistent."
 
"I know you are," Shane said, and they lay in the dark with their fingers laced between them until Ilya's breathing went long and even and Shane was left alone with the ceiling and the tea-colored light from the streetlamp coming through the gap in the curtains, thinking about a blue mug and a man who had never given him one.
 
The Hollanders arrived at ten past two on Saturday afternoon in the Subaru, which Shane heard before he saw because David had never in his life driven a car without muffling the engine to a mutter. Ilya was at the front window with a dish towel over one shoulder and the complexion of a man awaiting sentence. He had changed his shirt three times. The final choice was a pale blue button-down with the sleeves rolled to the elbow, and he had run a hand through his hair so many times that it stood up in front, and Shane, who had spent fifteen minutes in the bathroom getting his own face to look like it belonged to someone who wasn't terrified, reached up and smoothed it down.
 
"Stop," Ilya said, but he held still for it.
 
"You look good."
 
"I look like I am going to be arrested."
 
"You look like a person who bought a tablecloth." Shane took the dish towel off his shoulder and folded it and put it in his own back pocket, and then he opened the door and went down the steps to the sidewalk with his heart going like he had just come off a long shift.
 
His mother got out of the passenger side already talking. She was a small woman in a good navy coat, her silver-streaked hair cut at the jaw, her reading glasses pushed up on her head where she'd forgotten them, and she had a cooler bag in each hand like a woman arriving at a siege with provisions. "We stopped in Worcester," she said, "and the traffic through the Pike was criminal, and your father took a wrong exit that I want it on the record I told him not to take. Hello, darling. Come here. Put those down." She set the bags on the sidewalk, took Shane's face in both hands, looked at him for a long second as if checking his tires, and then pulled him in and held him with her cheek against his collarbone. She was shaking, very slightly, and she hadn't once stopped talking. "You look thin. Are you eating? You look thin. Is that a new haircut?"
 
"It's the same haircut, Mom."
 
"It looks new." She let go and stepped back and wiped under her eye with the side of her finger and then turned, and Shane saw her see Ilya, who had come down the steps behind him and was standing at the bottom with his hands loose at his sides and the ghost of a smile that had no confidence in it at all.
 
"Mrs. Hollander," Ilya said. "Hello. I am Ilya. Is very good that you came. I am sorry it was a long drive."
 
Yuna Hollander looked up at him. She had to tilt her head back a fair way to do it, and she took her time, her eyes traveling from his face to his shoulders to his hands and back again, and the silence went on long enough that Shane opened his mouth to say something, anything, and then she lifted her chin and said, "Yuna. You'll call me Yuna. Mrs. Hollander is for people who are selling me something." She held out her hand, and when Ilya took it, she placed her other hand over the top and held it between hers. "I've watched you play for two years," she said. "I have never once enjoyed it."
 
"That is fair," Ilya said gravely. "I am very annoying to play against."
 
"You are. You hit my son in the corner in March. I counted four elbows."
 
"Three. The fourth was an accident."
 
"Three, then." She patted his hand. "I'd like to see where you live."
 
David had finally gotten the car doors locked and come around the front, and he stood on the sidewalk with his hands in the pockets of his windbreaker looking at Ilya with the unreadable, pleasant face that he wore to parent-teacher conferences and contract negotiations. He was a broad, quiet man with a gray-flecked beard, and Shane watched him look from the house to the street to Ilya and then back at Shane before he took one hand out of his pocket and offered it. "David," he said. "Good to meet you properly."
 
"Is good to be met," Ilya said, and he and David shook hands.
 
As predicted, David kept the handshake going about five seconds longer than a normal man would have, studying Ilya's face over it with great interest, until Yuna said, "David," in a tone like a pencil being set down, and he let go.
 
The tour took forty minutes, because Yuna read a house like other people read documents. She noted the exposed brick on the stairwell wall, asked about the heating, asked who had picked the couch, and when Ilya said Shane had picked it and Shane said Ilya had picked the leather, she looked at them both and said it was a good couch and that was clearly what mattered. She stopped in the living room in front of the mantel, where the framed photograph of the two of them sat among a scattering of other small things, a pair of cufflinks, a ticket stub from the final game, a smooth gray stone that Shane had picked up on a beach in Maine when he was nine and carried in his equipment bag ever since. The photograph had been taken by a Bears equipment manager the night of the parade, just the two of them on the back of a flatbed truck with the confetti coming down, Ilya's arm around Shane's neck and both of them laughing so hard their eyes were shut. She picked it up and held it close to her face.
 
"Who took this?" she asked.
 
"Dmitri, one of the equipment guys," Ilya said. "He sent it the next day. He says to say he is very sorry, he did not know it was a good photo until he looked at it."
 
"It's a very good photo." She set it back precisely where it had been, lining it up with the edge of the mantel with one finger. "We'll want a copy. For the hall." She moved on, and Shane looked at the photo and then at Ilya, who was staring at the spot where she'd put it down with his lips slightly parted, and he realized that it hadn't occurred to either of them that a mother might want to hang the evidence. The idea of the two of them on his parents' wall in Ottawa, unhidden, in a hallway where neighbors and cousins and the lady from the church bake sale could see it, was so far outside anything Shane had been prepared to hope for that he had to look at the ceiling for a second.
 
David lingered at the window of the second-floor landing, looking down at the garden in the back, which was mostly bare dirt and a single sad rosebush. "Who's the gardener?"
 
"Nobody," Shane said. "We haven't got that far. There's a guy who comes and does the lawn."
 
"There's no lawn."
 
"It's a potential lawn."
 
"Hm," David said, and stood a minute longer looking at it with the expression of a man who was already drawing up plans. Shane knew that expression. It meant that by August, there would be raised beds.
 
Dinner was at six, and Ilya had been in the kitchen since three. He had refused help from everyone, including Yuna, who had tried to roll up her sleeves and been escorted to a stool at the island with a glass of wine and an instruction to sit and be a guest. He made pelmeni by hand, which he explained was how his grandmother had done it, folding each small dumpling around a spoonful of seasoned pork and beef with a flick of the wrist that Shane had watched him do twice before and still couldn't follow. There was a cucumber and dill salad, black bread with butter, a bowl of pickled things in a color Shane didn't want to examine closely, and a pot of borscht that Ilya called a lazy borscht because it had only taken him two hours. Yuna's cooler bags turned out to hold enough food for a week, and in the end both meals shared the table, her braised short ribs next to his dumplings and a tray of her sesame green beans between them, so that the whole thing looked like a diplomatic summit between two small and extremely well-fed nations.
 
They sat at the new table with the new tablecloth, and for a while it was easy. David had two helpings of the pelmeni and said they were the best thing he'd had since a church supper in Kingston in 1987, and Ilya looked at him with such naked gratitude that David had to ask for more bread to cover his own embarrassment. Yuna asked about the borscht and was told it was a family recipe, and she asked about the family, mildly, buttering a slice of black bread, and Shane saw the muscle at the hinge of Ilya's jaw go tight.
 
"My mother's recipe," Ilya said. "I was young when she died. I only know some of it. The rest I make up and I tell people it is traditional."
 
"I'm sorry," Yuna said. "How old were you?"
 
"Fourteen. She was sick for a long time." He put his fork down and aligned it with the edge of his plate, and Shane, who knew that gesture, felt the whole table stop. "Her name was Irina. She was a very gentle person. She would have liked Shane. She liked people who did not shout."
 
Shane sat with his hands in his lap. He had been braced for this, for some version of it, since the first night in the Toronto hotel, since the first night in his Montreal condo when he'd lain awake rehearsing how to be surprised. In the dream-life Ilya had told him about Irina at two in the morning in a hotel bathroom after a bad game, sitting on the edge of a tub with a towel over his head, and it had taken three years and a whole Montreal winter to get there. Shane had held him, and the name had been a door that opened to a long dark room, and it had taken another year before Ilya could say it in daylight. This was Ilya saying it at a dinner table in front of Shane's parents with a mouthful of pelmeni, a year after he and Shane had stopped being strangers, and the plain ease of it was both a gift and a kind of theft. He couldn't reconcile the two feelings. The dream-Shane had earned this with years of sitting up at night, and this Shane had been handed it like a plate.
 
"And your father?" David asked, carefully, as one man probing the ice with a boot.
 
"My father." Ilya turned the stem of his water glass a quarter turn. "My father is alive. Is sick also, but a different kind. His head. He does not remember, now. Alzheimer's. He is in a place, in Tallinn, in Estonia, and my stepmother is with him every day, and they say he is calm most days. I moved them out two years ago, when the doctors said it would only get worse. I wanted him with good nurses, and I did not like what the news said about men like me, and I did not want Polina alone there with it. He has forgotten he was a bad man, which I think is the only good part of it." He gave a small, sharp laugh, a breath through the nose. "I have not been to see him since they moved. I send money. I call Polina on Sundays. She says he asks about me sometimes, but I think he asks about a boy, a different one, a boy from before. I do not know what to do with it. If I go, he will look at me like a stranger who is very tall."
 
Nobody said anything. The green beans sat in their bowl. Shane looked at Ilya's hands on either side of his plate, at the thick fingers with the scarred knuckles, and understood that he had never been told any of this. Not in the dream, in any version, ever. In the dream, Ilya's father had died when Ilya was twenty-three, quickly, of something with a name that Ilya had never said, and the funeral had been in a cold church in Tallinn and Shane had flown out for it and stood in the back hearing nothing, because it was in Russian and because he had known the man only as a silence on the end of Ilya's phone. But the dream had no Alzheimer's. The dream had no care home, no stepmother named Polina who took him for walks. The dream, at some seam Shane had never found, had been wrong. It had been a story, and this was the real thing, and the real thing was bigger and stranger and had more rooms.
 
"You should go," Yuna said. Her voice was gentle and had no hesitation in it at all. "Not for him. He won't know the difference, from what you're saying. For you. A person who has a father who still has a face should see it, I think, while there's a face to see. You'd regret it otherwise. I regretted not going to see my own mother in the last month and I had every reason in the world not to." She took a sip of her wine. "That's an old woman's opinion and you can ignore it."
 
"I do not think it is wrong," Ilya said slowly. He looked at her, and his eyes were bright, and there was a quiver at the corner of his mouth that he was clearly working to control. "I think maybe it is correct. I have been thinking that, a little, since the Cup. Since I had the Cup, in my hands, and I thought, he will not even know what this is."
 
"Then you'll go," David said. "And Shane will go with you."
 
"David," Yuna said.
 
"I'm only saying. He's going to be on a plane to Tallinn in July regardless, I know my son, he'll have invented a reason by Tuesday." David reached for the bread. "I'd go too if you asked. I'm a very good person to have in a hospital hallway. I don't talk and I carry bags."
 
Ilya laughed at that, a wet, startled sound, and put the back of his wrist against his eyes for a second. Then he lowered his hand and looked at David, and Shane watched his face open in a way he hadn't seen it open in front of anyone but himself. "Thank you," Ilya said. "I think I would like that. I think I am not going to say yes today. But I think I would like it."
 
"That's fine," David said. "You've got time. Have another dumpling."
 
Afterward Yuna declared that she wanted to see the garden before the light went, and she took Shane's elbow with a grip that left no room for debate. David stood up at the same moment and began stacking plates, and Ilya made a noise of protest that David ignored with a patience that came from thirty years of ignoring Yuna's. "You cooked," David said. "I wash. This is how it works in civilized houses." He carried the stack to the sink and turned on the tap, and Ilya looked at Shane across the room with an expression of pure alarm, and Shane lifted one shoulder in apology and let himself be towed out the back door.
 
The garden was a rectangle of turned dirt about twelve feet by twenty, with a brick wall on three sides and the neighbors' windows glowing above it like a series of small stages. The rosebush in the corner had put out four stubborn buds. Yuna walked around the edge of the plot with her arms folded across her coat and studied the bare soil, and Shane stood by the back steps with his hands in his pockets and waited, because there was no point trying to hurry her. She had always done this. When he was ten and had come home from a tournament in tears, she had walked him around the block three times before she said a single word about it, and by the third lap he had been ready to tell her everything.
 
"David's going to put in beds," she said eventually.
 
"I figured."
 
"Tomatoes. He's decided already. He's been reading about heirloom varieties for a month. I think he's relieved to have an excuse." She stopped at the rosebush and touched one bud with her fingertip. "He cried, you know. On Wednesday night, after we saw it on the news. He went out to the garage and I could hear him in there, and I let him, and then I went out and handed him a beer and we didn't say anything. He wasn't sad. He told me later that he'd spent about three years bracing himself for something and he hadn't known what it was, and then there it was on a screen in front of twelve million people, and the relief was so large he didn't know where to put it."
 
"Mom."
 
"I'm not making a speech. I'm telling you about your father." She turned around. In the last of the light her face was exact and kind and tired. "How long, Shane?"
 
He had practiced this. He had practiced it in the shower and on the road and in the elevator at the arena, and every version had been tidy and sensible and covered the facts. What he said instead was, "A year. Since last September, properly. But I think it was longer than that before I knew what it was."
 
"Mm." She tilted her head. "I'll tell you what I noticed, and you can tell me I'm wrong. When you woke up in that hospital in Montreal, with your head wrapped like a mummy and a concussion that should've had you asking for your own name, the first thing you asked your father to find was the Bears schedule. Not water. Not whether you'd be able to play. The schedule. I stood there and watched you, and I thought, well, there it is." She took a breath. "I didn't know it was him. I thought it might be a boy on your team, or a boy you'd met somewhere. But I knew it was somebody. And then you started watching the Bears games with the sound off, and you got thinner, and you went quiet in a way you hadn't been since you were fourteen. I don't want to say I've been waiting for a year, because that makes me sound patient and I'm not. But your father and I have known you were holding something heavy. We weren't going to take it out of your hands before you were ready to hand it over."
 
Shane found that his throat had closed. He stared at the dirt for a while, at the neat clods of it, until his vision cleared. "I didn't know how to tell you."
 
"I know that." She crossed the garden and put her palm flat against his chest, over the sternum, and left it there as though checking for a pulse. "You've always been like this. You decide you have to do a hard thing perfectly or not at all, and then you go off and do it alone for a year. I'm not angry. I was for about an hour on Tuesday morning, and then I got over it. I'm only saying, and I'll say it once, that you don't have to do your life like a performance review. Your father and I have been trying to get you to understand that since you were seven."
 
"I'm getting better at it."
 
"You are." She patted him twice and took her hand back. "He's good to you? Truly. I'm going to ask this once and I want the real answer, because I watched him with that dish towel for ten seconds and he looked like a man who'd walk through a wall if you pointed at it, which tells me he's very serious, and it tells me nothing about whether he's kind."
 
"He's kind," Shane said, and his voice came out rough. "He's very kind. He doesn't always know how to show it and he gets it wrong sometimes, and then he gets annoyed at himself, and then he gets it right. He's the best person I've ever met, Mom. He's difficult and he's loud and he cheats at card games and he has the worst timing of anyone alive. I'd pick him again every single time."
 
Yuna looked at him with her eyes wet and steady. "That's a lot of knowing for a year," she said.
 
"Sometimes you just do."
 
"Sometimes you do," she agreed, and let it go, and he was grateful and slightly sick with it, because he knew she had seen the seam in the sentence and decided not to pull on it. She tucked her arm through his and turned them both back toward the house. Through the kitchen window he could see Ilya at the island drying a pot that was already dry, and David beside him at the sink with his sleeves pushed up, speaking in a low and even voice with his eyes on the water. Ilya was nodding. He had stopped drying the pot. As Shane watched, Ilya set the towel down on the counter and said something that made David stop and look at him, and then David took one wet hand out of the sink and put it on Ilya's shoulder and left it there.
 
"Don't go in yet," Yuna murmured. "Let them have it."
 
They waited another few minutes, side by side, looking at the rosebush, until the light in the kitchen changed and the shadows moved and the back door opened and David stepped out onto the stoop, drying his hands on a dish towel and wearing an expression that Shane could not read at all.
 
Ilya told him what had been said much later, in bed, in the dark, in a whisper so low it was mostly breath. The guest room was one wall and a hallway away, and they had both been very careful, lying on their separate sides of the mattress like a couple in a medieval painting with a sword between them. "Your father says," Ilya whispered, "that if I hurt you, he knows a man who drives a Zamboni, and the man owes him a favor, and the favor is for something that I should not ask about."
 
Shane pressed his face into the pillow to muffle the laugh. "He did not say that."
 
"He said exactly that. With his face very flat. Is how I knew he was serious about the favor." Ilya was quiet for a few seconds, and when he spoke again the joking had gone out of his voice. "Then he said another thing. He said you do not tell people when you are not okay. He said that when you were a boy you broke your wrist in a game and played two more periods and did not say it until the car, and that it is not because you are brave, it is because you think telling is a failure. He said I have to learn to read you, because you will not say. And I told him I already am learning. I told him that I know when you eat the same breakfast four days in a row and push the plate away at the end, that it means something is wrong and you are lying about it. I said also that you hold your jaw on the left side."
 
"I do not hold my jaw."
 
"You hold it. Here." He found Shane's face in the dark with two fingers and touched the hinge of the left side, below the ear, where Shane could feel the tendon standing up. "Right now. Since this morning, and the mug. You are doing it right now."
 
Shane lay very still beneath the pressure of his fingers. He wanted to say that it was nothing, that it was only nerves, that he was tired. He had been about to say it when Ilya's thumb moved a quarter inch, along the bone, and Shane let out his breath and felt the jaw let go on its own.
 
"There," Ilya said, satisfied. "I do not ask what is the matter. Is okay if you do not tell me. But I am reading. I want you to know I am reading."
 
"Okay," Shane said. It came out as a whisper, thick. He found Ilya's wrist and held it. He wanted to say the whole thing, from the hospital bed on. He wanted to say that he had been a husband to this man for two years in a place nobody could visit, and that the man had a mother whose name was Irina and had told him about her in a bathroom at two in the morning, and that he was lying here in a house with a brick wall and a rosebush and a tablecloth, trying to learn to be a person to whom things were being told for the first time. He wanted to ask whether it would be unforgivable to still miss someone who was standing right here. He said, "Thank you for reading."
 
"Is not hard. You are very legible. You are a book with big letters." Ilya's mouth found his in the dark, a brief press, a tease. "Your mother likes me?"
 
"She counted your elbows."
 
"Three. I told her three."
 
"She said three, then. That means she likes you."
 
"Is a very strange way to like someone," Ilya whispered, delighted, and curled in against him, and was asleep in about four minutes with his forehead against Shane's collarbone and one heavy arm across his ribs. Shane lay awake for a long time listening to the house tick and settle, and to the faint rumble of his father's snoring through the wall, a sound he had been hearing his whole life and had once thought of as a plain feature of the world, like weather. He thought that it would be a mercy to be a person who could go to sleep. Then he thought about nothing much for a while, and then he slept, and he did not dream.
 
His parents left on Sunday a little after noon. There had been a long breakfast, French toast that David made and Ilya critiqued, a long conversation about whether Boston or Ottawa had the worse winters, and a short but frank discussion between Yuna and Ilya about whether it was acceptable for a grown man to keep forty-three pairs of identical black socks in a single drawer. Yuna had personally refolded half of them. At the front door she hugged Shane for so long that David wandered out to the car to check the tires, and then she turned and hugged Ilya, who stood with his arms out at his sides for a second like a man being measured for a suit before he brought them around her and bent his head down onto her shoulder. She said something into his ear that Shane didn't catch. Ilya said, "Yes," and then, "Yes, I promise," and let go, and rubbed the heel of his hand across one eye in an attempt at casualness that fooled nobody.
 
"August," Yuna said, with her hands on her hips on the step. "The cottage. We'll all go for a week. You'll bring good boots, because the dock's got a bad plank. And you'll bring that big pot."
 
"I bring the pot," Ilya said.
 
"You bring the pot." She got into the car. David shook Ilya's hand for another four seconds, patted Shane twice on the arm, and went around to the driver's side, and the Subaru pulled away from the curb with its muffled engine and its worn tires and the back window full of his mother's face turned to look at them until the turn at the end of the block.
 
The house went quiet in a way Shane hadn't expected. It was the sound a room makes after people leave a party, with all the furniture a few inches out of place. He stood in the front hall with the door shut behind him and listened to Ilya let out a breath like a deflating tire. Then Ilya sat down on the third stair and put his head in his hands and laughed until it turned into something wetter, and Shane sat beside him and put an arm around his back and waited.
 
"They liked me," Ilya said eventually, to his own knees.
 
"They did."
 
"She said she would send me the recipe for the beans. I did not ask. She just said it." He wiped his face with the heel of his hand. "Your father told me I could call him if I need a person for a hospital hallway. A person. For me. Is a thing that people do, I guess. They tell you they will come." He looked up, and his eyes were red, and he looked younger than twenty-two, young enough that Shane's chest hurt to see it. "I do not know what to do with them. I do not have the place to put it."
 
"You don't have to put it anywhere," Shane said. "You just keep it."
 
Ilya studied him for a few seconds, eyes narrowing as they did whenever something didn't fit, and Shane felt his own pulse in his ears. Then Ilya's face smoothed, and he stood up from the stair and held out his hand. "Come," he said. "I have a thing I want to do. I have been wanting for two days and your mother was in the house."
 
"What thing?"
 
"Come and find out, Hollander."
 
Shane took his hand.
 
The bedroom faced east and got the afternoon only as a flat white wash off the buildings across the street, and Ilya shut the door behind them and turned the lock, which he had never done in this house before. He put his back to the wood and looked at Shane across the room, at the bed with its mismatched pillows and the window with no curtains yet and the stripe of pale light lying across the floorboards, and he began unbuttoning the blue shirt he'd been so careful about, one button at a time, with a face that was trying hard to be serious and kept failing.
 
"Two days," Ilya said. "Two nights of lying beside you like a monk. Your father snores like a boat. I could hear him through the wall and I thought, Ilya, you are twenty-two years old, you are a champion, you have a Cup, and you are lying in a bed with a man you love and you cannot even kiss him properly. Is torture. Is a violation of my rights."
 
"We kissed."
 
"We kissed like children at a church. Come here."
 
Shane crossed the room and Ilya caught him by the front of the shirt and turned them around so that it was Shane's back against the door, and he kissed him like he did when he'd been starved for it, open-mouthed and a little rough, one hand fisted in Shane's collar and the other flat on the door beside his head. The wood was cool through his shirt. Ilya's mouth tasted like the coffee he'd had after the French toast and, faintly, of maple syrup, and he made a low satisfied noise into Shane's mouth when Shane's hands found his bare ribs under the half-open shirt. They stood like that for a long time, kissing, leaning, Ilya's thigh pressing between Shane's legs, until Shane was hard and a little dizzy and had to turn his face away to breathe.
 
"Wait," Ilya said, and Shane stopped, because Ilya's voice had gone careful. He drew back a few inches and looked at Shane's face from very close. His pupils were wide and his lips were wet and he was breathing through his mouth, but the rest of him had gone still. "I want to ask a thing. And I want you to answer true."
 
"Okay."
 
"This morning. And yesterday, with the mug. And at the table when I talked about my father, I looked at you, and you had a face I do not know. Not bad. Only like you were someplace else." He put his forehead against Shane's. "I do not ask what. I said I would not ask. But I want you to tell me what you like. Not what you think I want. Not what is easy. What you like, today, in this room. I will learn it. I am a very good student. Ask my coach."
 
Shane closed his eyes. It was such a small, plain, generous request, and it went into him like a splinter. Because the answer was that he knew exactly what he liked, and that he knew it from eleven years of a man who had learned him unasked, who had known by the second year that Shane liked his wrists pinned and his hair pulled at the back, who had known to murmur Russian into the bend of his neck when Shane's mind went loud, who had known to stop and wait, and wait, and wait, with a patience nobody on the ice would have believed in him. All of that was a language Shane could still speak fluently, and the person in front of him did not yet have a single word of it. He could say nothing and take what came, and it would be good, because this man was good at everything he put his mind to. Or he could say it aloud, at twenty-one, in a bedroom in Boston, and teach it to him from the beginning.
 
"My wrists," Shane said. His voice was unsteady and he cleared it and tried again. "I like it when you hold my wrists. Over my head. Not hard enough to hurt, but, you know, so I can't really move them."
 
"Okay," Ilya said, with no teasing in it at all. "Show me."
 
He took Shane's hands and guided them up, one at a time, until they were crossed above his head against the door, and he gathered both wrists into one of his own big hands and closed his fingers. It was too tight. Shane flinched, and Ilya loosened his hold at once, without a word, and then said, "Like this?" and Shane nodded, and Ilya adjusted again, his thumb pressed against the tendon on the inside of Shane's wrist, and the pressure was right. The pressure was exactly right. Shane's whole body went loose from the top down, from the point of contact, as though a string had been cut, and he heard himself make a sound he had not intended to make.
 
Ilya went very still. He was looking at Shane's face with the whole of his attention, the intense, narrowed look he got at the faceoff dot, and then he said in a thick, pleased, wondering voice, "Oh. Oh, you like this a lot."
 
"Yes."
 
"Why did you never tell me?"
 
"I didn't know how," Shane said, which was true, and which was as close as he could come.
 
"Okay. Now you know how. Now you tell me everything." Ilya leaned in and put his mouth on the side of Shane's throat, below the hinge of the jaw, right at the spot he'd touched in the dark the night before, and bit down gently, and Shane's head went back against the door with a thud. With his free hand Ilya undid Shane's belt, the button, the zip, and pushed his jeans and underwear down to the middle of his thighs, and wrapped his fingers around Shane's cock, hot and dry and callused, and stroked once, from base to tip, with a twist at the top. "This?" he said into Shane's neck. "Or less?"
 
"Less. Slower. Oh. Yes, like that."
 
"Slower." He did it. He kept his grip on Shane's wrists in one hand and worked the other in a lazy rhythm that was cruel, his thumb sliding through the wetness at the head and spreading it down the shaft, and he talked the entire time in a low continuous mutter, half English and half Russian, a running commentary on how good Shane felt, how hard he was, how long Ilya had been thinking about this, how he'd thought about it during the parade and during the speeches at the Garden and during the whole long drive of his own sleepless week. Shane understood about two-thirds of the Russian. It was enough. He heard himself saying yes, and please, and Ilya's name, over and over, and he could feel the pressure low in his stomach rising and tightening, and when he said, thickly, "I'm going to, if you keep doing that," Ilya took his hand away at once.
 
"No, not yet, not like this," Ilya said. "I want it in the bed. I want to see your whole face."
 
They got to the bed in a tangle of half-removed clothing, Shane tripping on his own jeans, Ilya laughing and holding him up. By the time they were both naked Ilya had pushed him down onto the mattress and was kneeling between his thighs, running both hands up the insides of Shane's legs from knee to hip, his shoulders blocking out the window. He looked down at Shane with his hair in his eyes. "I want to use my mouth," he said. "You will tell me when."
 
"Okay."
 
Ilya took him in without any more discussion. His mouth was hot and wet and tight, and he took more than Shane expected, easily, with his eyes on Shane's face, and pulled off with a slick sound and ran his tongue along the underside and took him in again. His hands were on Shane's hips and thighs, holding him open, kneading, and Shane's fingers dug into the sheets and then into Ilya's hair, and he didn't pull because he didn't want to hurt him, until Ilya made a sort of complaint around him and took Shane's hand and pressed it more firmly to the back of his head. "Yes," Ilya said, coming off for a second with his mouth red. "Yes, pull. I like it. You tell me what you like, I tell you what I like. Is fair."
 
"You like it when I pull your hair."
 
"I like it very much. Is a thing I did not tell anyone either." He went back down. Shane tightened his hand in the thick dark hair and lifted his hips a little, and Ilya made a low sound of approval that went through Shane's entire body from his scalp to his heels. His other hand had left Shane's thigh and was moving lower, a slick finger circling carefully at the place where Shane was already waiting, and Shane said, "Yes, now," and felt the cold slick press and then the first finger in, the stretch of it, and Ilya's mouth working at the head of his cock while the finger turned and curled and found the spot that made his back arch off the mattress. He lost track of the second finger. He lost track of the third. He came back to himself some time later with Ilya's hand pushing his knee up toward his chest.
 
"Look at me," Ilya said roughly. "Look. I want to see you when I come in."
 
"I'm looking."
 
"Good boy," Ilya said, and Shane felt a hot jolt at the words that startled him, and he saw Ilya see it. A slow grin spread across Ilya's face. "Ah. This also. Interesting. We write it down. We keep a list."
 
"Ilya, please."
 
"So polite. So polite, all the time, even now." Ilya lined himself up and pushed in, one long, steady stroke, and Shane's mouth fell open and for a bit he couldn't make any noise at all. The stretch was enormous and perfect and a little too much, and Ilya stopped when he was fully inside, his thighs trembling, his face tight with the effort of holding still. He had one hand wrapped around Shane's wrists again, pinning them to the pillow over his head, and the other cupping the back of Shane's knee. "Okay?" he got out. "Tell me."
 
"Okay. Move. Please, move."
 
He moved. At first he rocked his hips in small, careful thrusts, and then, as Shane's legs came up around his waist and Shane's heels dug into the small of his back, he set a harder rhythm, deeper, each stroke dragging over that place inside that made lights flare at the edge of Shane's vision. The bed knocked against the wall. Shane heard himself babbling, begging for harder, for faster, saying Ilya's name as if it were a sentence. He could feel Ilya's grip on his wrists and the heat of his chest where it brushed Shane's, slick with sweat, and the dark intent look in his eyes that hadn't left Shane's face once. It was different from the dream. He knew that with perfect clarity, in the middle of it, as someone drowning might know the temperature of the water. The grip was a little different, and the rhythm was a little different, and there was a hitch in Ilya's breath he'd never heard before, and a laugh in the middle of a moan, and the Russian came out slightly cracked. It wasn't better. It wasn't worse. It was only this man, here, in this bed, in this afternoon, saying Shane's name in a voice that no one had ever used before.
 
"Touch yourself," Ilya said, gasping. "Please, I want to see. I can't, if I let go, I will lose it. Please."
 
Shane freed one hand, which Ilya released with obvious reluctance, and wrapped it around himself, and it took about five strokes. He came with a shout that he didn't recognize, his whole body drawing tight around Ilya and his back arching off the sheets, heat spilling across his stomach and chest, and above him Ilya made a sound as though he'd been punched and thrust twice more, hard, erratically, and then pushed in to the hilt and stayed there, shaking, with his head hanging and his mouth open against Shane's collarbone. He said something in Russian, quiet and ragged. It sounded like a name. It sounded like it might have been his mother's. Shane held the back of his head with a shaking hand and didn't ask.
 
For a long while neither of them said anything. The light in the window moved on a few degrees. Ilya had collapsed with his full weight on Shane's chest and Shane let him, breathing in the smell of his hair, and eventually Ilya lifted his head and slid out with a wince and a muttered apology and went to the bathroom and came back with a warm washcloth. He cleaned Shane's stomach with a clumsy tenderness, not looking at his face, and tossed the cloth in the direction of the hamper and missed. Then he lay down again, flat on his back beside him, and found Shane's hand, and held it up between them, looking at the red marks on the wrist where he'd gripped it.
 
"I hurt you."
 
"You didn't."
 
"There is a mark."
 
"It's the kind I wanted," Shane said, and Ilya turned that over for a while and then lifted the wrist to his mouth and kissed the inside of it, right where the pulse was, with his eyes closed.
 
Shane got up a few minutes later and said he was going to shower. He turned the water on hotter than he needed and stood under it with his forehead against the tile, and it was only when he was standing there that it came, without warning, in one wave that bent him over at the waist. He put his hand over his mouth. He cried as he had done only a few times as an adult, in short, hard, silent heaves, with the water running into his open mouth and his shoulders shaking. He wasn't sad that it had been different. He was sad that it had been so good and so new that for the first time in nine months he hadn't been comparing. He had lain there with his wrists in Ilya's hand and for ten or fifteen minutes the other man, the husband, the one with the blue mug and eleven years, had gone quiet, had stepped out of the room, and Shane had been left alone with this one. And now he was mourning the quiet. He was mourning the husband all over again, as though the man had been standing in the doorway and had finally turned and left, and he had never been able to say goodbye, because there had never been a funeral, because nobody had died. And somewhere in that house, in a version of the world that had never turned over, two children with blue eyes who had never been born were learning to skate on a pond that didn't exist, and he missed them so much that for a few seconds he couldn't draw breath.
 
The bathroom door opened. Shane scrubbed his hands over his face, but the shower curtain slid back anyway and Ilya stepped in, naked and warm, and without a word he put his arms around Shane from behind and pulled his back against his chest and held on. Shane let his head drop forward. The water ran over both of them. He didn't say anything, and Ilya didn't ask, and after a minute Ilya's mouth pressed to the nape of his neck and stayed there.
 
"Is too much," Ilya said into his skin, after a long time. "Is okay. Is too much for me also. All of it. Your mother, and the house, and the Cup, and the people on the television who say I am a hero and the people who say I am a disease. It is a lot of good and a lot of bad all in the same week. My head does not know what to do either." He turned Shane around and tilted his chin up and looked at his face, red-eyed and wet, and his own eyes were gentle and a little afraid. "I do not have the place to put it, I said. I think you also do not."
 
"No," Shane said. It was true, and it was close enough to the truth that he could say it without his voice breaking. "I'm happy. I'm really happy, I swear. I just didn't know where to put it."
 
"So we put it in the same place," Ilya said. "We put it here." He pressed Shane's face against his own shoulder. "Is big enough. For both."
 
Shane stood in the shower with the water running cold and his arms around the man he loved, and he held on, and he did not tell him one single thing.
 
They ate leftover short ribs at the kitchen island at five o'clock in towels and old sweatpants, using the new forks, and Ilya narrated a long, scathing review of Yuna's braising technique that ended with him eating three helpings. Shane washed the dishes. Ilya dried them, and put them away in the wrong cupboards, and was corrected, and put them away in the correct ones, and the light went orange in the garden window and picked out the rosebush in the corner with its four small buds. At a little past six Ilya's phone buzzed on the counter, and he glanced at it and frowned and then, very slowly, grinned.
 
"What?" Shane asked.
 
"Sveta." Ilya picked the phone up and thumbed the screen, scanning the message, and his grin widened. "My friend, from Boston, from before. I told you about her once. She is the one who knows everything about me and still answers when I call. She saw the video. The kiss." He laughed, helplessly. "She says, and I translate for you, 'You are a stupid boy and I have been waiting nine years for you to do something brave, and now you did it on television, you could not do it in private like a normal person.' She says she is coming over on Friday. For dinner. She says she wants to meet the person who finally made me stupid in public." He lowered the phone and looked at Shane, a little warily, a little hopefully. "Is okay? She can be very frightening. She will ask you questions. She asks questions that are like knives, but she also is the kindest person I know, and she is going to love you, because you are exactly the kind of person she told me I should find."
 
Shane dried his hands on a dish towel and looked at the man standing in the orange light with his hair still damp from the shower and an old pair of sweatpants hanging off his hips, holding a phone with both hands like a boy who has been given a gift and doesn't yet trust it. He thought about the long blank stretch of an afternoon in a house with no curtains. He thought about a mug that was only a mug. He thought that there were going to be many, many more of these, small plain facts that arrived unannounced from a life he had not seen coming, and that every one of them would take something from him and give something back, and that he was going to have to learn to take the exchange.
 
"Yes," Shane said. "Tell her yes. I'd like to meet her."
 
"Good." Ilya's whole face lit up, and he began typing with his thumbs, narrating aloud in a mix of languages, and Shane stood by the sink and watched him, and the rosebush went on opening in the window behind them, one bud at a time, as though nobody had told it that it was far too early in the year.
 
 






      

  












      Chapter 17: Chapter 17: Sveta
  








  Svetlana arrived at seven o'clock on Friday evening carrying a bottle of vodka in one hand and a loaf of black bread wrapped in a dish towel in the other, and she looked at Ilya, who had opened the door, and then at the front hall behind him, and then past him at Shane, who was standing at the foot of the stairs trying to look like a man who had not been standing at the foot of the stairs for ten minutes. She was a compact woman in her late twenties with a sharp dark bob, a leather jacket that cost more than Shane's first car, and a face that gave away absolutely nothing until she decided to let it. She decided at about the four-second mark. Her mouth tilted at one corner, and she said something in Russian so fast and so low that Shane caught only the word for idiot, and Ilya groaned.
 
"In English, Sveta, please," Ilya said. "He is a guest."
 
"He is not a guest," she said. "He lives here. I saw the television."
 
She walked straight into the house with her heels clicking on the floorboards.
 
She stopped in front of Shane, close enough that he had to look down at her, and held out the bread. "Salt is inside," she said. "You do it properly or the house does not take you. Ilya forgot. He forgets everything that is not hockey. I am Svetlana. You are the famous Canadian."
 
"Shane," Shane said, and took the bread, and because the dish towel was warm and he had no idea what the rules were, he said, "Thank you for coming. I've heard a lot about you."
 
"You have heard that I am terrible."
 
"I heard you were kind."
 
Svetlana's eyebrows went up. She turned her head and looked at Ilya, who was closing the door with the studied innocence of a man trying to be invisible. "He said I am kind," she said. "You told him this? Why do you lie to people? He will be disappointed in one hour." She took off her jacket and handed it to Ilya without looking, as though he were a coat rack, and then she looked at Shane for a good three seconds more, and Shane held still and let her. "You are smaller than on the ice," she said at last.
 
"Everyone says that."
 
"Is a compliment. On the ice you are very big and very polite, and it makes me want to hit you. Here you are small and polite, and it makes me want to feed you. Come. Show me the kitchen. Ilya is going to burn something."
 
Shane had known her already, and that was the difficulty. He had known her from a wedding in a dream, a wedding in a backyard with white lanterns hung in the trees, where a woman with a sharp dark bob and a green dress had stood up during the toasts and said in a clear carrying voice that she had known Ilya Rozanov for twelve years, that he had been the stupidest man she had ever slept with and the best man she had ever met, and that if Shane Hollander ever made him cry for a bad reason she would end him with a spoon. The whole tent had laughed. Ilya had put his face in his hands. Shane had cried, and Svetlana had pointed at him and said, "Yes, good, you cry, it is proper." He could still hear the exact pitch of that laugh. Now he followed the woman herself down the hallway, a real woman who smelled of cold air and expensive soap and was at this moment examining the contents of his refrigerator with open contempt, and he found that the two of them did not match at all. The dream-Sveta had been warm in the soft way of someone who had known him for years. This one was a closed door with a very interesting sign on it.
 
"You eat like a monk," she said, closing the refrigerator. "Chicken, broccoli, no butter. I know about the diet. Ilya told me. He says you weigh your rice."
 
"I weigh my rice sometimes."
 
"This is what I said. A monk." She took a seat at the island and watched Ilya, who had retreated to the stove and was stirring a pot with the tense concentration of a surgeon. "I will not be a bad guest," she said, in a voice that carried across the room and was clearly meant for him. "I will eat your food and drink your vodka and say nothing, and then after the second glass I will ask the difficult questions, because this is what a friend is for. I tell you now so you can prepare."
 
"Appreciate the warning," Shane said.
 
"Good manners. He has good manners." She said it to Ilya, in English, and then added something in Russian, and Ilya answered without turning around, and Shane, who had been working on his Russian for eleven months in secret with a phone app and a stack of children's books, caught enough of it to understand that Svetlana had said, Does he know what he is getting? and that Ilya had said, Nobody knows what they are getting, Sveta, shut up and eat. Shane kept his face neutral, and she watched him do it, and he had the distinct impression that he had just failed a test and passed a different one.
 
Dinner was shashlik that Ilya had marinated since Wednesday and grilled on a cast iron pan because the brownstone did not run to a backyard barbecue, with rice that Shane had weighed, a platter of tomatoes and onions in vinegar, and the black bread, which Svetlana salted herself with ceremony. She ate with her elbows on the table and told stories about Ilya at nineteen in his first Boston apartment, a basement room with a mattress on the floor and a refrigerator that contained only mustard and one lemon, and about the night he had called her at four in the morning from a hotel lobby in Buffalo, crying, because a taxi driver had been kind to him. "Not even very kind," she said, pointing her fork. "He gave him a bottle of water. Ilya said, Sveta, he gave me water, he did not even know me. I said, Ilya, come home and sleep."
 
"I was lonely," Ilya said, with great dignity. "It was a very bad month."
 
"It was a very bad year. You are going to tell him the part about the lemon?"
 
"I do not tell about the lemon."
 
"I will tell about the lemon," Svetlana said to Shane, "after the second glass."
 
She did. The second glass arrived at about nine, by which time the shashlik was gone and the bread was a heel and Ilya had gone upstairs to find an album he'd been promising to play, leaving the two of them alone at the table in the lamplight with the empty plates between them. Svetlana poured two small measures and slid one across, and Shane, who did not drink during the offseason except for specific, countable occasions, picked it up and held it, and she watched him hold it and nodded as if that were an answer.
 
"I will ask now," she said. "Is okay?"
 
"Go ahead."
 
"First, I want to say that Ilya and I were together, a long time ago. In a way that is not now. You know this?"
 
"He told me."
 
"He told you everything?"
 
"I think so. He told me you were friends first and then it was something else and then it was friends again. And that you're the one person who's never been scared of him."
 
She studied him over the rim of the glass. "That is correct. And I want you to know that it is finished. Completely. I say this so you do not lie awake and think, Is she a threat, does she look at him in the old way. I do not. I look at him like a person who has seen him eat a whole cake with his hands." She drank. "There was a time he asked me to marry him. For papers, and for the cover. You know about this also?"
 
Shane's hand tightened on the glass. "No."
 
"No. Okay. I thought maybe." She put the glass down. "It was two years ago, in a bar. He had too much drink. He said, Sveta, we will marry, I will have a wife, nobody will ask, and you will have your papers, and we will live as friends. And I said, Ilya, you are an idiot. I said, You are in love with someone, I do not know who, but you have the face of a man with a stone in his shoe, and you want to put a woman in the shoe, and this is not a solution. He cried. I was very angry. I took him home and I made him eat bread." She was looking at Shane steadily. "Now I know who. I am not sorry that I said no. I want you to know that I would have done it, if it was the only way he could survive. But I am glad it was not the only way."
 
The room was very quiet. Shane found that he was gripping the glass so hard his fingertips had gone white, and he set it down on the table with some care. In the dream there had been no such bar and no such proposal. In the dream, Svetlana had been a friend at the edge of the frame, a woman in a green dress, and no one had ever told him she'd stood in a bar in the dark and said no on his behalf. Another door in the house. Another room he'd never known was there. He had loved her in the dream, he realized, because everyone in that tent had loved her, and he loved her now for a completely different reason, and it made him dizzy to hold both at once.
 
"Thank you for telling me," he said. His voice was rough. "And for saying no."
 
"I did not say no for you. I said no for me. I am not a woman who plays a wife." She shrugged one shoulder. "But I accept the thanks. Now I ask the question. The real one." She leaned forward, elbows on the table, and her dark eyes were very bright. "He loves you. I know this, I have known for a long time, before the television. He talks about you like a man who is carrying a very full cup across a room. So here is what I ask. When it gets hard, and it will, because your lives are very hard, because you are famous and you are Canadian and he is Russian and you play for different teams and people will say terrible things, what do you do? When he goes quiet. When he says he is fine and he is not. He does this. He did it with me for ten years. What do you do?"
 
Shane thought about it. He thought about it seriously, as he'd have thought about a faceoff, because she had asked it seriously and deserved that. "I wait," he said. "And I stay in the room. I don't need him to say anything. I think he needs to know somebody's there who isn't going to leave if he doesn't say anything. And then when he's ready, I listen." He paused. "And if he isn't ready, I try again the next day. I'm not good at a lot of things, but I'm very good at showing up for something every single day."
 
"Every day," Svetlana repeated.
 
"Yes."
 
"For how long?"
 
"As long as it takes."
 
She sat back in her chair. For a while she said nothing, and her face went through something quick and complicated and landed on a soft look that was a little embarrassed to be seen. She picked up her glass and held it out, and Shane lifted his, and they touched them together. "Za vas," she said. "To you both. I think I like you. Do not tell him. He will become insufferable."
 
"I won't."
 
"The lemon," she added, as Ilya's footsteps sounded on the stairs, "was the entire contents of his refrigerator for nineteen days. He told me it was for tea."
 
"He doesn't drink tea."
 
"Exactly," Svetlana said, delighted, and was still laughing when Ilya came back into the room holding a battered CD case and looking suspiciously from one of them to the other.
 
She stayed until after midnight. When she left, she held Ilya for a long time in the hall, her head tucked against his chest, her hands flat on his back, and said something to him in Russian that Shane did not try to follow. Then she kissed Shane on both cheeks, hard, a brisk dry kiss that left a faint smudge of lipstick, and told him in clear English that if he ever needed anything, anything at all, he should call her and not Ilya, because Ilya would only worry. She gave him her number on a bar napkin she'd had in her pocket all evening. She'd come prepared for that, too.
 
Ilya shut the door behind her and leaned against it with his eyes closed. "She likes you," he said.
 
"She said not to tell you."
 
"She always says not to tell me. This is how I know." He opened his eyes. "What did she say to you? In the kitchen, with the vodka. I hear nothing, I was upstairs, I stood on the landing. I did not listen. I stood very far away."
 
"You stood on the landing and didn't listen."
 
"I stood and I did not listen," Ilya said firmly, "except for the part about the bar."
 
Shane crossed the hall and put his forehead against Ilya's sternum. Ilya's arms came up around him. For a while they stood like that in the hall with the lamp on, in the smell of vodka and old bread and cold night air that Svetlana had left behind her, and Ilya said into his hair, very quietly, "I did not tell you that. Because I was ashamed. I was a coward with a good plan. And you were not even in my life, you were a person who played in Montreal, and I thought it was so stupid, to want somebody you cannot have, and I thought, Okay, I will marry Sveta and I will not want it anymore."
 
"You don't have to be ashamed."
 
"I am a little ashamed."
 
"Okay. A little. That's allowed." Shane tipped his head back. "She said no, Ilya. And now you're standing in your hallway with me instead. I think that's a pretty good ending to the story."
 
"Is not an ending," Ilya said. "Is middle."
 
"Middle, then."
 
"I like the middle," Ilya said, and kissed him, and turned off the lamp.
 
Farah booked the flights in an afternoon, with a connection through Helsinki, and the flight left on the second Tuesday in July. Ilya had spent the intervening week in a state Shane could only describe as organized panic. He cleaned the brownstone again. He packed and unpacked a duffel bag four times. He learned that the care home did not permit flowers, and bought flowers anyway, and then returned them, and then bought a small plant, which he held in his lap for eleven hours on the plane with both hands as though it were a sleeping animal. They flew business class, and the border officer in Tallinn looked at Shane's passport for a long time and then at Shane and then, with an expression Shane could not read, at Ilya standing a step behind him. Then he said in careful English that his daughter had made him watch every game of the Cup final, and he stamped both passports and wished them a good stay.
 
Ilya's stepmother met them at the arrivals gate. Polina Rozanova was a small, upright, sixty-year-old woman in a gray wool coat despite the July heat, with her silver hair in a neat low knot and the large dark eyes of a person who had spent a long time being careful. She did not hug Ilya at once. She stood in front of him and looked up into his face, and Ilya stood and let himself be looked at, and then she reached up and took his face in both her hands and said in Russian, "You are thin," exactly as Yuna had said it in English two weeks before, and Ilya made a sound that was a laugh and a sob, and bent down so that she could kiss his forehead. Shane stood to one side with the two suitcases. He had meant to look away. He found that he couldn't, and then that he didn't need to, because Polina turned and held out one hand to him.
 
"This is the Canadian," she said, in careful English. "The one who is not a rival."
 
"Shane Hollander," he said. "It's very good to meet you, Mrs. Rozanova."
 
"Polina. Please." She took his hand between both of hers and held it. Her hands were dry and warm and had a faint tremor. "I saw. On the television. A friend of mine, she called me at three in the morning. She said, Polina, turn on the television, your son is kissing a man in front of the whole world. I did not turn it on. I sat in the dark for an hour. And then I turned it on and I watched it twelve times." Her eyes were very bright. "He is so happy. In the photograph. I never saw him with such a face. Thank you."
 
"You don't have to thank me," Shane said, startled.
 
"I do. You do not know the boy I raised. He was not allowed to be this boy." She released his hand and patted it twice. "Come. We eat first, and then tomorrow we see Grigori. Today is for sleeping."
 
They stayed in Polina's flat in a gray concrete block in Lasnamae, the district where most of the city's Russian speakers lived, a three-room apartment on the sixth floor with a lace curtain in every window and a small enclosed balcony crowded with potted herbs. Polina had brought Ilya's old room with her when they moved, piece by piece, and rebuilt it in the smallest bedroom exactly as it had been when he left home at seventeen: a narrow bed with a patterned blanket, a shelf of battered hockey trophies, a faded poster of a Soviet-era goalie on the wall, and a window with a view of a courtyard and a children's playground. He had walked into it and stood very still in the middle of the floor and said nothing for a long time. Then he had sat on the bed, which creaked, and put his palms on his knees, and said, "It is smaller. I thought I remembered bigger." Shane had sat down beside him, and the bed had creaked more, and they had both looked at the poster, and Ilya said, "That man's name was Tretiak. I loved him very much. I told him every night that I would play for him." He gave a short laugh. "Now I play against his son's team in the preseason. Is life."
 
They did not have sex that night, in the narrow bed, beneath the poster and under the faint smell of Polina's lavender soap. They held on to one another, spoon to spoon, with Ilya's face in the back of Shane's neck, and Shane lay awake for a long time listening to the courtyard, the late voices, a car door, a dog, and the extraordinary sound of Russian spoken beyond the glass by people who had no idea he was listening.
 
The care home was a pale yellow building on the edge of a birch park, with a gravel drive and a flower bed that someone loved. A nurse in a white coat greeted Polina by name and took them up a flight of stairs and along a quiet corridor with a linoleum floor, and the whole way Shane watched Ilya's back, the straight line of his shoulders under his shirt, the tendons standing up in his neck. Ilya was holding the little plant in both hands. At the door of room fourteen he stopped, and the nurse stepped aside, and Polina put her hand on the small of his back and said in Russian something short, and he nodded once, and went in.
 
The man in the chair by the window was a husk of what Shane had imagined. He had expected a large man, a hard man, because Ilya was both of those things and had always spoken of his father as a blunt object, and instead he saw a thin old person with a cap of white hair and large, spotted, careful hands folded in his lap. He was dressed in a cardigan buttoned wrong. He looked up when they came in with a polite and distant expression, like a man hearing a knock on a door he didn't expect anyone to use, and his eyes went from Polina to Shane to Ilya and stayed there a long time. They were blue. Shane had known they'd be blue. He had known those eyes his whole life, in another man's face.
 
"Grigori," Polina said gently, in Russian. "Look who has come. Look who it is."
 
The old man studied Ilya with a puzzled frown. "You are the electrician," he said, in a thin, slightly querulous voice. "You came about the pipes."
 
"No, Papa," Ilya said. He said it in Russian, and his own voice cracked on it, and he tried again. "It is Ilya. It is your son."
 
"My son is at school." The old man spoke with perfect confidence. "He has a hockey game on Saturday. I am to drive him. He plays very badly, you know. He is too soft." He smiled at Ilya, a faint, foolish, pleasant smile. "I tell him he must toughen up. He does not listen."
 
Ilya stood in the middle of the room holding the little plant. Shane could see his chest moving, quick and shallow. He saw Ilya's mouth open and close. He saw Polina take half a step forward and then stop. And he did not decide to do what he did next. His body did it before his brain could weigh the risks. He crossed the room and crouched down in front of the old man's chair so that his eyes were level with the man's, and he said, in the careful, stilted Russian of a man who had learned it from children's books, "Good morning, Grigori Ivanovich. My name is Shane. I am a friend of your son."
 
The old man's face turned to him. It cleared, as a sky does, in patches. "A Canadian," he said, pleased. "You are Canadian. I can hear it. You say the vowels like a man chewing on a spoon."
 
"Yes," Shane said. "I am sorry about my Russian."
 
"No, it is good. It is good, you try. Nobody tries." The old man leaned forward, confidential, and put a hand on Shane's arm. "I will tell you something. My son, he is very soft. He is afraid of the dark. I tell him there is nothing there, and he still cries. Is a problem, I think. For a man."
 
"I don't think it's a problem," Shane said, in careful Russian. Behind him, he heard Ilya draw a ragged breath. "I think a man who is afraid of the dark is a man who knows what he's protecting. I think he'll be okay. I think he'll turn out to be very brave."
 
The old man looked at him for a long, long moment. Something in his face rearranged itself briefly into someone else, into an expression of surprise and intelligence and a flash of recognition so quick that Shane thought he might have imagined it. "Brave," he said. "Is that so." He patted Shane's arm twice. "I always said the boy had something. Nobody listens to me."
 
"I'm listening," Shane said.
 
Behind him, a chair scraped. Ilya had sat down heavily in the visitor's chair against the wall, and he was staring at his father with his lips pressed together and tears running freely down both cheeks, not making any noise at all. Polina had put one hand over her mouth. After a minute, Ilya got up again and crossed the room and set the little plant on the windowsill. Then he knelt down beside Shane in front of the chair, the two of them side by side on the linoleum like two boys on a bench, and looked at the old man's face.
 
"Papa," he said. "The boy. I think he is very good at hockey."
 
"Eh," his father said, dismissively. "He is all right. But he does not listen. He is going to be a great player and he does not know it. Is a shame." He looked at Ilya. "You are not the electrician."
 
"No," Ilya said. "I am not the electrician."
 
"You have the boy's eyes."
 
"Yes," Ilya said, and his voice broke in the middle of the word. "I think so. I think I do."
 
They stayed an hour. The old man talked, sometimes in clear sentences and sometimes in loops, about a dacha he had once owned and a car he had once repaired and a woman named Irina who made the best soup in the district. Ilya sat on the floor with his back against the wall and his knees drawn up and listened. When the nurse came to say it was time for lunch, Grigori shook Shane's hand, then Ilya's, with great formality, and thanked them both for the visit, and told Ilya he was a good electrician and he would tell his son to hire him. Ilya laughed, a wet, shaken laugh, and said, "Thank you, Papa. I will be back."
 
Outside, in the birch park, on a wooden bench in the sun with Polina sitting a little way off pretending to look at a sparrow, Ilya put his elbows on his knees and his face in his hands and stayed like that for a very long time. Shane sat next to him with his shoulder an inch from Ilya's shoulder and said nothing. The leaves moved. A small child somewhere was laughing at a dog. Eventually Ilya said into his palms, in a flat, cracked voice, "He talks to you like a person."
 
"He's a person."
 
"No, I mean, he talks to you. With the, how do you say. With the kindness. He has never used the kindness. I do not remember a day. Not one day when I was a boy. And now he is a sick old man and he is kind to a stranger, and he does not know me, and I will never be able to say what I wanted to say, and also he is kind." He lifted his head. His face was blotched and his eyes were swollen. "Is a very cruel joke."
 
"I know."
 
"Do you? Is a thing I think nobody knows."
 
"I think I might," Shane said carefully. He looked down at his own hands. "I don't mean that it's the same. It isn't. But I think I know what it's like to have someone who is right in front of you and who isn't the one you were looking for. I think I know what it's like to miss someone while they're standing in the room." He heard how close that was to a confession and kept his eyes on his knuckles. "And I think the only thing I've worked out is that you can be angry about it and grateful in the same afternoon. And nobody has to pick."
 
Ilya was silent. When Shane finally dared to glance sideways, he found Ilya looking at him with a face stripped of everything, naked and tired and so full of love it made Shane's eyes sting.
 
"You said something to him," Ilya said. "About the dark. About a man who is afraid. What was this? Where did you get this?"
 
"I made it up."
 
"It was very good."
 
"I only said what was true."
 
"Okay." Ilya turned his hand over on his knee, palm up, and Shane put his own hand into it. Ilya's fingers closed around his. "Okay. Then I will say a true thing. I am glad you came. I did not know I would be, and I am. I think I would have sat in the chair and said nothing and gone home and not been able to look at myself." He swallowed. "You are very good at this, Hollander. Being in a room. I did not know I needed a person who is good at it."
 
They sat on the bench in the sun with their hands clasped on the slats between them, and Polina, at a tactful distance, went on watching her sparrow.
 
That night, in a hotel in the Old Town, because Ilya had decided that he could not face sleeping beneath the poster again with his father's face fresh in his head, they ordered room service and did not eat it. The room was on the eleventh floor, with a view of red roofs and church spires and the dark water of the harbor beyond, a wide white bed and a window that opened onto a narrow stone ledge. Ilya stood at that window for a long time with his hands braced against the frame. Shane showered, and came out with a towel around his waist, and found him still there, back to the room, shirt off, the light from the glass laying a gold sheet over the muscles of his shoulders.
 
"I want something," Ilya said, without turning around. "And I do not know how to ask for it."
 
"Ask anyway."
 
"I want to not be the one who is deciding. Not tonight. I want, how do you say, I want to put it down. The whole thing, I want to put it in somebody's hands." He turned. His face was open and unguarded and a little embarrassed. "In my life I do not do this. Nobody has ever been trusted for it. But I think I trust you, and I think you would not make a joke."
 
"I wouldn't make a joke," Shane said. He crossed the floor with his bare feet silent on the carpet and put both hands on Ilya's shoulders, and looked up into his face. "Tell me what you want. Exactly. Anything. I won't judge it."
 
"I want you to take me to bed," Ilya said, "and I want you to be in charge, and I want you to tell me what to do. And I want you to not stop if I say a thing, unless I say the real word. I will pick a word. I will say, Tretiak. If I say Tretiak, you stop. Anything else, you keep going."
 
"Tretiak," Shane said. He wanted very much to smile and managed not to. "Okay. Got it. And you'll say it if you need to."
 
"I will say it."
 
"Promise."
 
"I promise." Ilya laughed shakily, and his eyes were wet. "Is very strange to promise to be safe. Is like promising to breathe."
 
"Come here," Shane said, and took his hand and drew him to the bed.
 
He had never done this before, not like this. In the dream there had been a pattern, a long loving routine in which Ilya had led and Shane had followed, with the odd exception, the odd night when Shane's temper or his need had flipped the script. In this room, tonight, in a city he had never seen before this week, he was the one who stood at the foot of the bed with a man's whole trust in his hands. It was heavier than he had expected. It was also, he discovered quickly, extremely easy, because Ilya went where he was put. When Shane said "Lie down," Ilya lay down. When Shane said "Hands over your head," Ilya put his hands up and wrapped them around the iron bars of the headboard and held on. When Shane said, in a low firm voice that he did not know he owned, "Don't move them," Ilya made a small broken sound in the back of his throat and shut his eyes.
 
"Look at me," Shane said.
 
Ilya opened his eyes.
 
"Good. Keep them open."
 
Shane took his time. He undressed Ilya from the waist down with an unfussy thoroughness, tossing the jeans and underwear aside, running his palms up the long muscled thighs and over the hips and the flat of the stomach, learning the terrain. The skin there was hot and covered with fine dark hair and a thin white scar along the left hip that he had never noticed, the souvenir of some old skate blade, and he bent and put his mouth on it. Ilya flinched under him, a whole-body shudder, and said, "Shane," in a tone that was half a question.
 
Shane lifted his head. "I'm taking my time," he said. "You don't get to hurry me."
 
"Okay," Ilya whispered. "Okay."
 
He found the lube in the bedside drawer, where the hotel had thoughtfully supplied it, or where Ilya had thoughtfully put it, and slicked his fingers and went down between Ilya's legs and began to open him, a single finger at first, circling and pressing, watching Ilya's face. Ilya's mouth was open. His knuckles had gone white on the bars. Shane added a second finger, curled them, found the place that made Ilya's hips snap up off the mattress, and Ilya said a long string of Russian words that Shane knew were mostly obscene. "Quiet," Shane said, and Ilya bit his own lip, and Shane said, "No, I want to hear you. Not that quiet." So Ilya let go, and the sounds that came out of him were low and ragged and unashamed, rising with each stroke, and it was the most beautiful thing Shane had ever heard.
 
By the time he had three fingers inside, Ilya was shaking. His cock lay flushed and heavy and leaking on his stomach, and he had not once been touched there, and he said in a thick, raw voice, "Please, please, I cannot, I am going to, please."
 
Shane leaned over him and said against his ear, "Not yet. You wait until I tell you."
 
Ilya whimpered. It was a sound Shane had never heard him make, the sound of a man who had spent his whole life being the strongest person in every room and had now found a room in which he didn't have to be. Shane pressed a kiss to the corner of his mouth, tender and brief, and withdrew his fingers, and rolled on a condom and slicked himself with a hand that wasn't altogether steady.
 
"I'm going to go in now," he said. "Tell me if it's too much."
 
"It is not too much. Nothing is too much. Please."
 
He pushed in. It was tight, and hot, and so completely different from every other time that for a few seconds Shane could only hold still, buried to the hilt, with his forehead against Ilya's and his breath coming in short gasps. Ilya's legs came up and locked around his waist. Ilya's face was flushed and fierce and wet around the eyes, and he said, "Move," in a voice that had no command left in it, only want, and Shane moved.
 
He set the pace. It was a long, rolling rhythm at first, deep and steady, his hips driving forward in a way that he could feel in the base of his spine, and the bed creaked, and Ilya's hands stayed on the headboard because he'd been told to leave them there. When Shane angled his hips and thrust harder, Ilya's head went back against the pillow and his mouth fell open on a cry. "There?" Shane said. "Is that it?"
 
"Yes," Ilya gasped. "Yes, there, God, please, there."
 
Shane did it again. He did it again, and again, until Ilya was babbling in two languages at once and Shane's own vision had gone white at the edges, and then he reached down between them and wrapped a hand around Ilya's cock and said, "Now. Come for me."
 
Ilya came with a sound like something tearing, and his whole body arched and clenched around Shane, hot spurts across his stomach and chest, his hands locked on the iron bars hard enough that the frame shuddered. The feeling of it, the pulsing grip, took Shane over the edge a moment later, and he pressed his face into the hollow of Ilya's throat and came with a groan, his hips jerking, his arms shaking, for a long white stretch of seconds in which there was no thought in his head whatsoever.
 
They stayed like that. When Shane finally rolled off and dealt with the condom, he came back to find that Ilya had not moved. His hands were still wrapped around the bars. He was staring at the ceiling, and tears were sliding steadily down both sides of his face into his hair.
 
"You can let go," Shane said, and climbed back onto the bed and gently, finger by finger, unwrapped his hands from the headboard. He rubbed the circulation back into them. Ilya let him. "Hey. Ilya. Talk to me. Was that okay? Did I, was it..."
 
"It was perfect," Ilya said. His voice was wrecked. "It was so good. I do not know why I am crying. I am not sad. I do not think I am sad." He laughed, hiccuping. "I think it is all the things coming out at once. My father, and the room, and the plant. And you, saying that about the dark."
 
"Okay." Shane gathered him in and Ilya turned onto his side and pushed his wet face into Shane's chest and held on to him with both arms. "Okay. Let it out. I've got you."
 
"You are so good at this."
 
"I'm not. I'm learning. You're a very good teacher."
 
"I am an excellent teacher," Ilya said, muffled, and began laughing in earnest, a rough, helpless, delighted laugh that shook them both. "I have taught you nothing. You did all of this yourself. You have been hiding from me a whole personality. Next time you say, Ilya, hands up, I am going to say, Yes, sir, and I will not even be embarrassed."
 
"Don't call me sir."
 
"Is too late. Is already in my head."
 
Shane lay holding him and looking up at the ceiling, where the lights from the harbor threw a pale shifting pattern, and thought about what he had learned. In the dream, Ilya had never once asked to be held down. In eleven years, in a hundred hotels, it had not come up. He had been the strong one, the sure one, the one who took charge, and Shane had loved him that way and had never imagined there was a man underneath who wanted, once in a while, to put it all down. He had not known this man. He had been married to a version of Ilya Rozanov who did not exist, and this one, the real one, was bigger and stranger and more tender, and had given him something that no dream ever had. A gift that nobody else could have received. He lay in the dark and felt the grief and the gratitude run side by side in him like two lanes of the same road, and for the first time since the hospital he was not afraid of which one he'd end up on.
 
"Tretiak," Ilya mumbled into his chest, half asleep.
 
"What? Do you need to stop?"
 
"No, I do not need to stop. I am only saying the word. I like it. It sounds like a thing a man says when he has had a good day." He yawned enormously. "Sleep, Hollander. Tomorrow I buy you borscht in the good place and I make you eat the sour cream."
 
"I don't eat the sour cream."
 
"You eat the sour cream," Ilya said, as his breathing slowed. "You are with a Russian. Is the law."
 
Shane smiled at the ceiling. He kept his arm around Ilya until the harbor light went gray and the first buses started up in the street far below, and then, toward dawn, he finally slept.
 
Irina Rozanova was buried in a forest cemetery on the eastern edge of the city, in a long lane of birches where the graves ran in tidy rows beneath a sky that had gone the flat pale blue of an early summer afternoon. They went on the second day, the three of them, in Polina's small gray car, with Polina driving at a speed Ilya described, from the back seat, as a funeral procession for the living. She parked by the gate and walked ahead of them with a bunch of white carnations she had bought from an old woman at the entrance, and Ilya and Shane followed her down the lane without speaking. The headstone was a simple gray slab with a small oval photograph set into the stone. It showed a woman of about thirty-five with a plain, gentle face, a shy half smile, and pale eyes that Shane would have known anywhere.
 
Polina laid the carnations down and stepped back. "I come every Sunday," she said, in English, for Shane's benefit. "I think she would not mind. We were not friends. I married her husband and I raised her son, and she was dead, and I could not ask her permission. So I come and I tell her how he is. Is the least I can do."
 
Ilya had told him about it in the car, in a low voice. Two years ago, when he moved the two of them out, he had paid a lawyer and a very discreet funeral company to bring his mother's remains with them, and it was the only purchase he had ever made with his money that he had never once questioned.
 
"You did very well, Polina," Ilya said. He had to clear his throat to get through it. "You did the best that could be done. I never said it. I am saying it."
 
She looked at him with her large dark eyes. "Say it again later, when I am not in public." She touched his arm. "I wait in the car. You stay as long as you want."
 
When she had gone, Ilya stood in front of the stone with his hands hanging at his sides. The wind moved in the birches. Shane stayed one step behind him and a little to the left, the spot he'd learned to take on the ice when his linemate needed room to work. Ilya spoke to the photograph in Russian, so softly that Shane caught only the scattered words, sorry and Boston and Cup and, once, clearly, Shane, and then a long stretch in which he said nothing at all, and then a sentence that ended in a name and a question mark.
 
He turned around. His face was dry. He looked as he had on the ice before a big game, scraped clean, ready.
 
"I told her about you," he said. "I told her you speak to old men in the Russian of a child and make them like you. I told her you are very stubborn and you take care of your parents and you do not eat enough sour cream." He tried to smile and it came out crooked. "I think she would have liked you. She would have fed you. She would have said, Ilya, why is he so thin, what are you doing, are you feeding the boy."
 
"Everyone says I'm thin."
 
"You are thin. Is an epidemic." He came and stood beside Shane, looking at the stone, their shoulders a few inches apart. "Shane. I have an idea. I have had it a long time, but I did not say it because it is stupid and I did not know how."
 
"Tell me anyway."
 
"I want to do something with her name." He said it fast, like a man jumping into cold water. "She was sick, my mother. Not in the body. In the head, in the heart. They called it nerves. They did not have a word, in that time, in that place, or they had the word and it was a shameful word. She was in and out of the hospital and then one day she was out for good, and my father said nothing, and nobody said nothing, and she was just gone." His jaw tightened. "And I have been sick in the same way. You know this. A little. I have been, how do you say, I have had black weeks. In Boston, in the winter, when you were in Montreal and I could not call. I have never told anyone but you. And I look at hockey, at the men in the room, the boys, and I think, how many of them are sitting in the dark in their cars after practice, and nobody knows. Nobody has the word. I would like to make a place where somebody can say the word."
 
Shane stood very still. In the dream, this had been the same idea, the very same, and it had arrived in the same cemetery. Or he had thought it had. He could see it in his memory, Ilya in a gray overcoat on a winter afternoon with a cigarette he wasn't smoking, saying exactly this, in close to these words. Only in the dream the day had been snowy and Ilya had been twenty-six, and the cigarette had been real. He couldn't tell now which was the memory and which was a story he'd told himself. The two had grown together at the root. Looking at the man beside him, he made a decision, quick and quiet, that he would not tell Ilya what came next. He would not say a name for it or a shape for it. He would not say Foundation, or press conference, or Toronto. He would let Ilya find the shape himself.
 
"I think that's a good idea," he said. "I think it's the best idea you've had."
 
"You do not have a plan? You are not going to say, Okay, here is the budget, here is the board?"
 
"I'm not going to say anything. I'll help if you want. But it's your mother, so it's your plan. I just want to be in the room while you make it."
 
Ilya turned to look at him. The wind lifted his hair off his forehead. His expression went through a confusion and a relief and came to rest on a plain, uncomplicated gratitude, and then he put his arm around Shane's shoulders and pulled him in against his side, right there in the cemetery, in front of the stone and the photograph and the pale blue sky, and kissed his temple.
 
"Mama," he said, in English, to the stone. "This is Shane. He is going to be my husband. I have not asked him yet. I am practicing."
 
Shane choked. "What?"
 
"I said I am practicing," Ilya said, with great dignity. "On her. She is a good audience. She does not interrupt."
 
"Ilya."
 
"Not now. Is a joke. Is not a joke. Is a plan for later." He was grinning like a lunatic, and his eyes were wet. "You will see. Is going to be very good. Is going to have a speech."
 
"I don't want a speech."
 
"You will have a speech," Ilya said. "Let me practice on my mother in peace."
 
Shane laughed so hard that he had to sit down on the low stone curb of the next grave, and then apologized to the neighbor, and then laughed again. Ilya stood over him with his hands on his hips and his face pink and triumphant. When Shane's breath came back, he looked up and said, "Ask me when you're ready. I'll say yes."
 
"You do not know that."
 
"I do," Shane said, and he did, and the knowledge was nothing like the old, heavy, borrowed certainty of the dream. It was lighter. It had his own weight in it. It was something he had decided.
 
They said goodbye to Polina three days later in the same arrivals hall, under the same flickering sign. She had packed a lunch for the plane that could have fed the entire flight crew, jars of pickled mushrooms and a block of dense brown bread and a bag of sugar cookies shaped like small hockey sticks that she had clearly cut out by hand. She hugged Shane and told him, in Russian, slowly enough that he could follow, that he was welcome in her home at any hour for any reason, and that if Ilya was ever stupid he should call her and she would be very, very rude to him on the telephone. Then she held Ilya at arm's length, and her eyes were full.
 
"You will come back," she said.
 
"Christmas," Ilya said. "Maybe. If the season allows. I will see Papa. I will bring him something. A puck, maybe, he can hold it."
 
"Bring Shane."
 
"I will bring Shane."
 
"Bring a plant," Polina said, and wiped her eyes briskly with a folded handkerchief. "He liked the plant. He asked about it yesterday. He said, The electrician's plant is doing well, is it not? He talked about it for ten minutes." She touched Ilya's cheek. "He remembered for ten minutes, Ilyusha. Do not tell the doctors. They will say it is meaningless. It is not meaningless."
 
"No," Ilya said, hoarsely. "It is not."
 
On the plane, at thirty-five thousand feet over a dark North Atlantic, Ilya fell asleep with his head on Shane's shoulder, one hand tucked under his own cheek and his seat belt buckled over a blanket. Shane sat awake and watched the little glowing line of the flight map inch westward. His phone, switched to airplane mode, held a text from Hayden that had arrived before takeoff and that he had not yet answered. How's Tallinn? We're all dying over here. JJ wants to know if anyone has made you eat pickled herring yet. Jackie says to send pictures of the old town. He smiled at it. He began typing a reply with one hand, careful not to move his shoulder.
 
It was good. It was hard. It was good. I'll tell you everything when we're back. Tell JJ it was pickled mushrooms, not herring, but yes.
 
He read it over. He added: I think I'm okay, Hayden. I think I'm actually okay.
 
He sent it into the dark to wait for a signal, and put his head back against the seat. Outside the window, over the wing, the first thin line of dawn had begun to show, a long bar of pale gold laid along the edge of the world, and beneath his shoulder Ilya sighed in his sleep and settled closer. Shane watched the light come up. He did not think about hotel rooms that had never existed or tea or blue mugs. He thought about a plant on a windowsill in a care home outside Tallinn, and an old man who had remembered it for ten minutes, and how ten minutes could be a very long time if you spent them well.
 






      

  












      Chapter 18: Chapter 18: Home Ice
  








  The Voyageurs had been home for two games and on the road for three when the schedule finally put Boston into Montreal for the first time since the Cup, and by then Shane had read enough about it that he could have written the headlines himself. Eleven of them used the word showdown. Four used the word historic. One columnist in Toronto, whom Shane had never met and already disliked, had written nine hundred words on whether the crowd would be hostile, and had concluded after careful study of his own opinions that it would be both. The team's communications director had called a meeting on Tuesday morning at nine, in a conference room on the second floor of the practice facility with a plate of untouched croissants in the middle of the table, and had spent forty minutes explaining what security would look like. There would be extra staff in the lower bowl. There would be a no-tolerance policy on signs and chants, announced on the video board before warmups. There would be a quiet room at the end of the home-side hallway if anyone wanted to use it, and a counselor on call whom nobody had asked for and everybody seemed relieved to be offered. Shane had sat through it with his hands folded on the table, saying thank you at the right places, and when it was over, Coach Therrien had asked him to stay behind.
Therrien was a heavy, gray-haired man of sixty with a face like a closed fist and a habit of speaking to the wall behind your head when he was uncomfortable, which was most of the time. He waited until the door had shut. Then he picked up a croissant, looked at it with suspicion, and put it back on the plate. "I don't know how to do this," he said, to the wall. "I've coached for thirty-one years. I've talked to boys about their fathers dying and their girlfriends leaving and their wives having affairs, and I've talked to a goalie once about a gambling problem, which was the worst week of my life. I've never had to talk to anyone about this. So I'm going to say it badly, and you're going to forgive me."
"You don't have to say anything, Coach."
"I do. I've got a lot of thoughts in the last six months and I've decided most of them are useless." He turned his head and looked at Shane, finally, with small pale eyes. "Here's the one that isn't. You play eighteen minutes a night for me and you're the best player I've ever had, and that's got nothing to do with who you go home to. I'd have said it before and I'm saying it now. There's going to be noise on Thursday. If a guy in the stands says something, you skate away. If a guy on their bench says something, you skate away. I'll handle it. Pike will handle it. Boucher will handle it, God help us. You are not going to drop your gloves in the first game back for a reason like that, because I'll bench you for a month and I'll feel terrible about it." He paused. "And if it's the Russian who says something to you, you can hit him as hard as you like. That I'll allow."
Shane laughed, short and surprised. "He's going to say something. He always does."
"I know. I've watched tape." Therrien picked up the croissant again, evidently decided that he had made a commitment, and took a bite. He spoke around it with great dignity. "Good luck, Hollander. And for the record, I think it's good. The two of you. I think it's the first thing in your life that's made you play like you're having fun." He chewed. "Don't tell anyone I said that. I have a reputation."
Hayden was waiting in the hallway outside with two coffees and an expression of enormous innocence, and he fell into step with Shane without a word, handed over the cup that was clearly his, and walked beside him down the length of the corridor toward the dressing room. Hayden Pike had been Shane's friend for two seasons and his closest confidant for six months, a lanky sandy-haired winger with a broken nose and a girlfriend named Jackie who had once described him as the only man she knew who apologized to furniture. He had cried at the Cup parade. He had sent forty-one texts the night of the kiss, of which thirty-eight were exclamation points. He was now carrying his coffee with the studied calm of a man who had been told to behave.
"Therrien gave you the speech," Hayden said.
"He gave me a speech."
"He gave me the speech on Monday. He called me into the office and said, and I'm quoting, 'Pike, you're his friend, so you're in charge of his feelings.' I said I didn't think that was a job. He said, 'It's a job now.' So I want you to know that I'm in charge of your feelings for the next four days and I've made a spreadsheet."
"You did not make a spreadsheet."
"I made a short list," Hayden said. "It has columns."
They turned into the dressing room, where the smell of tape and liniment and wet carpet reached out and took hold of Shane like a hand on his collar. The locker room was loud, as it always was a day before a game, with fifteen men in various stages of undress arguing about a movie, and the noise dropped a half step when he came in and then picked up again on purpose, with a kind of ostentatious normalcy that was harder to bear than silence would have been. JJ Bouziau, a barrel-chested defenseman with a soft Quebec accent and a face that always looked as if it were about to tell a joke, was sitting on the bench in front of his stall with one skate off, and he pointed the other at Shane in greeting.
"Hollander," JJ said. "I heard Boston's coming Thursday."
"I heard that too."
"I heard the Russian's going to be in our building. In our house. After what he did to us in the spring." JJ shook his head sadly. "I'll be honest with you, I've spent a lot of time thinking about how I'm going to hit him. I want to do it with love. I want to do it so he can feel it's coming from a place of acceptance."
"JJ," Hayden said.
"I'm saying I'll cross-check him into the next century, but I'll do it with a warm heart. He'll know."
Somebody on the other side of the room let out a bark of laughter. Someone else threw a roll of tape at JJ's head, and JJ caught it one-handed and put it in his stall, and the noise rose again, ordinary and easy, and Shane sat down on the bench with his coffee and found that he was smiling so hard his face ached. He thought for a few seconds about the hospital in the spring, about the white ceiling and the beeping and the long thin horror of waking up to a year he'd already lived through. He thought of the dream-life locker room, the other locker room, where a version of these men had looked at him with a politeness so careful it had been brittle. These men were looking at him with exactly the opposite. They were looking at him as if he were just a guy, and they were giving him a hard time, because that was how men on a team loved each other, and he had never in his life been so grateful to be teased.
Ilya arrived in Montreal on Wednesday afternoon with the Bears on a charter flight, and at ten past six he rang the buzzer of Shane's condo on the fourteenth floor, which was a violation of at least three rules in the Bears' road policy and one unwritten but sacred rule of the league. Shane had been standing in the kitchen pretending to cook for forty minutes. He buzzed him up and opened the door and Ilya stood in the hallway with his hands in the pockets of a long black coat and a thin gray scarf wrapped twice around his neck, snow melting on his shoulders, grinning like a boy who had just stolen a car.
"I am not here," Ilya said. "I am at the hotel. Brad Hammersmith is covering. He will say I am in the bathroom, and then he will say I am in the shower, and then he will say I am sleeping, and then he will run out of excuses and he will say I have the flu."
"You'll be fined."
"I will be fined four thousand dollars and I will pay it from my petty cash." He stepped inside, took off his scarf, and pulled Shane in against him with a hand at the back of his neck, and kissed him in the doorway of his own condo with the door still open. His mouth was cold and tasted of peppermint and the nervousness he'd tried to cover with it. "Hello. You look terrible. Are you sleeping?"
"I'm sleeping."
"You have the jaw. Left side. You think I do not see?" He shut the door with his heel, kicked off his shoes, and dropped his coat on the floor where it landed in a heap that Shane had learned to step around. "Come. Sit. I know what you need."
"I'm cooking."
"You are not cooking, you are standing at a stove being sad at chicken. Sit." Ilya steered him by the shoulders into the living room, where a couch faced a window with a view of the city lit up in the early dark, and pushed him down onto the cushions. Then he went into the kitchen, turned off the stove, put a lid on the chicken, and came back and sat down behind Shane on the couch, one leg on either side, and set both of his big hands on Shane's shoulders.
"You do not have to," Shane said.
"I know I do not have to. Be quiet and let me."
Ilya had good hands. Shane had known it since the first night, the callused heat of them, but until now he had known them chiefly as instruments of one kind, and it was a new discovery that the same hands could also be patient. They worked the muscles at the base of his neck in small, firm circles, thumbs pressing in along the ridge, and Shane let his head drop forward and his eyes close. The city blurred in the window. Somewhere in the building a neighbor was running a vacuum. Ilya found the knot under the left shoulder blade without being told, the stubborn one that had lived there since junior and refused to leave, and leaned on it with his thumb, and Shane groaned out loud.
"There," Ilya said, satisfied. "I knew it. That one is angry."
"That one's always angry."
"This is what happens when you carry the whole team on your back." He worked at it for a minute. His voice had dropped to the low murmur he used when he was thinking about something else. "Is strange. I think I learn your body in a different order than most people. With most people you start at the outside. The mouth, the hands, and then you go in. With you I start at the inside. I know you are scared before I know what you like for breakfast. I know where you hold things." The thumb pressed in. "You do the same for me. Is the thing I wanted to say."
"I do?"
"All the time. You find places. On Saturday, in Boston, when you put your hand on the back of my neck. Right here." He lifted one hand and touched the base of his own skull, just under the hairline. "And I thought, how did he know. Nobody knows this one. I do not know it myself. I did not know I liked it until you did it, and then I thought, Oh. Of course."
Shane's eyes had come open. He stared out at the lit towers of the city and kept his voice level. "I think it's just something people do."
"It is not something people do. People do it on the shoulder, or the hair. Nobody puts the hand there." Ilya's thumbs stopped moving. "I am not complaining. I am saying I notice. You touch me like a man who has done it for years. And I think, okay, you are a very good student, you pay attention, you read the signs. I am the same. But sometimes it is like you do not need to read." He said it lightly, and then went quiet, his hands resting on Shane's shoulders, and the quiet lengthened until Shane could hear his own breathing.
He had been waiting for this. He had known, from the first night in the brownstone, that this question was sitting in the dark of the house like a piece of furniture he kept walking into. He had rehearsed the answer. It was a good answer, and it was mostly true. "I think about you a lot," he said. "I did, before we were together. When you're alone in a condo for a whole winter with nothing to do but think, you build things. I think I just had a lot of time to think about what you'd like."
"A whole winter."
"Two. Technically."
"Two winters of thinking about the back of my neck."
"Among other things."
There was a pause, and then Ilya laughed, a warm low delighted sound that rattled in his chest against Shane's spine. "Okay," he said. "Okay, Hollander. This is a very good answer. I accept it. You are a romantic, I always said so, you are a romantic who hides it in a hockey bag." He leaned down and kissed the top of Shane's head. "Now I make dinner, because I do not trust you with the chicken."
He got up and went into the kitchen, and Shane sat very still on the couch with his hands in his lap. It was a good answer. Ilya had accepted it with a laugh and a kiss and the happy air of a man who had been handed a gift. But Shane had also seen Ilya's face in the second before he laughed, in the glass of the window, a reflected shadow: the narrowed look he wore at the faceoff dot when the linesman was about to drop the puck and something in the pattern was not quite right. It had lasted a bare second. Then it was gone, and Ilya was banging pots in the kitchen and singing a Russian pop song badly, and Shane sat in the half dark and told himself it was nothing.
They ate at the kitchen counter, Ilya's improvised stew and a side of rice that Shane had weighed, and talked about everything except tomorrow. They talked about Polina, who had called Ilya twice that week to report that Grigori had asked about the plant again. They talked about the half-finished plans for Ilya's charity, which now had a working name, scribbled on a napkin and stuck to the refrigerator door with a magnet shaped like a lobster. They talked about Svetlana, who had taken a job in Boston in public relations and had already, in three weeks, made two of Ilya's teammates cry. At ten o'clock Ilya checked his phone, grimaced, and said that Brad had exhausted the flu and moved on to a death in the family. At ten-fifteen he put his coat on, kissed Shane for a long time against the front door, and told him in a low voice that tomorrow, no matter what happened, no matter what anyone said, Shane was to look for him on the ice at some point in the first period, and Ilya would look back, and that would be all the answer either of them needed.
"What if I can't find you?"
"I am six foot three, golubchik. I am wearing black. Is a very easy thing to find." He kissed Shane's forehead. "Sleep. Please. For me."
Shane slept badly. He lay on his side of the bed with the window cracked and listened to the late traffic and thought about a hand on the back of a neck. He thought that it had never occurred to him that he could be known, in his body, by a person who didn't know his secret, and that a body could keep a secret more faithfully than a mind could. It would tell the truth every time it was touched. It had learned its lessons in a place where no one else had been, and it was going to go on telling them, one small unthinking gesture at a time, and sooner or later somebody was going to listen.
The building was already loud at five o'clock, two hours before the puck drop, with a line of people stretching from the main doors around the corner and down the block in the cold. Shane saw them from the window of the team bus, ordinary people in Voyageurs sweaters and winter coats stamping their feet and holding paper cups, and for the first time in his career he did not know what any of them were thinking. Hayden sat beside him with his feet up on the seat in front. JJ was behind them eating a sandwich with his whole mouth. Nobody said anything about the crowd, and that was how Shane knew they were all looking at it too.
Warmups were the strangest twenty minutes of his life. The video board had run the league's message twice before the teams came out, white letters on a plain dark screen reading that the arena was a place for everyone and that anyone who disagreed would be asked to leave, and a ripple of sound had gone through the stands when it ended. It was not quite applause and not quite a groan. It was the noise of eighteen thousand people deciding at the same time how they felt about something. Shane stepped onto the ice with his stick in one hand and the first lap of the rink open ahead of him, the cold air clean and bright in his lungs, and he looked up at the lower bowl and saw the signs.
There were more than he had expected. Most were the usual ones, the hand-painted pleas for pucks and the sheets of Bristol board with a player's number in glitter, but threaded through the rows were others, larger and plainer, held up by people who had clearly been standing there with their arms raised for some time. One said LOVE IS A TEAM SPORT. One was just a pair of hockey sticks drawn crossed in a heart. Near the glass at the corner, a girl of about nine in an enormous Hollander sweater that came down to her knees was holding up a square of poster board on which she had written in careful purple marker, SHANE AND ILYA, with a crooked heart between the names and, beneath it, in smaller print, YOU TWO ARE MY FAVOURITE. Her father stood behind her with his hands on her shoulders and the look of a man who had been talked into this and was now absurdly proud.
Shane skated past and stopped. He had not meant to. He turned in a short spray of ice at the boards and the girl's mouth fell open, and her father's face went through a quick series of expressions as he realized that Shane Hollander had stopped in front of his daughter's sign. Shane tapped the glass twice with his glove. Then he took the puck off his stick and flipped it up and over the boards in a short clean arc, and the girl caught it with both hands against her chest, and he heard the shriek even through the glass.
A weight lifted off him then that he had been carrying since the draft. He had not known it was there. He stood on the ice with the cold coming up through his skates and the roar of the crowd breaking over him, and then it dropped away to a low swell, and in the stillness he thought about two other children, dark-haired with blue eyes, who had never held up a sign for anybody. He looked at the girl clutching her puck and he thought that she was a stranger and that she was also, in some wide indirect way, his, that all of these people were part of a long chain of kindness and he had been given a small place in it by accident. Then he pushed off the boards and skated back toward the bench, and it was only when he reached the blue line that he realized his eyes were wet.
Ilya was at the far end of the rink in his black Bears warmup jersey, going through a stretch with his skate planted wide and his arms extended along the glass. He turned his head as Shane passed and looked straight at him across the whole length of the ice, as he'd promised he would, and lifted one glove an inch off the boards and let it fall.
The game began at seven, with Boston winning the draw and the first ten minutes passing like a flicker of old film. It was hockey. It was only hockey. The puck went into the corners and came out. Shane took a shift on the second line and made a good pass that Hayden missed. Ilya came on for the Bears' top unit with a roar of boos from the lower bowl, loud and sustained and fond, the kind of noise a crowd makes for a villain it has decided to love, and at the first whistle after that, with a face-off at center ice, they lined up across from each other, Shane's stick hovering a foot above the dot and Ilya's across from it, the linesman crouching with the puck in his hand.
"Hello, Hollander," Ilya said, in Russian, quietly, from behind his visor.
"Hello," Shane said, in the same language, and watched Ilya's eyebrows rise a fraction. "Did you sleep?"
"Four hours. Brad has a cough. He is going to make me pay." Ilya's eyes crinkled. "You look very handsome in the red. I did not tell you this earlier. I think of it during the anthem."
"Focus."
"I am focused. I am focused on the part of you that I am about to knock over." The linesman dropped the puck. Ilya won it cleanly back to his defenseman, shoved Shane off the dot with one shoulder, and was gone down the ice before Shane had recovered his feet, and from the stands came a long delighted howl, as if eighteen thousand people had simultaneously remembered something they had always known.
It was the second period when it happened. By then the score was tied at one, a Boston goal from a long wrist shot in the first and a messy Montreal reply off a scramble in front of the net, and the game had settled into a tight, scraping, physical rhythm. Ilya had taken a minor penalty for high-sticking JJ in the corner, and JJ had returned the favor in the next shift with a hit that had lifted Ilya clear off his skates and deposited him against the glass, and Ilya had gotten up and pointed at JJ and blown him a kiss, and the whole building had laughed. Shane was at the edge of the Montreal zone with the puck on his stick when he heard it. It came from somewhere high on the far side, in the upper bowl, a thin ugly chant that rose in pitch as it was picked up by a few more voices. He couldn't make out all the words. He didn't need to. He knew the shape of the word in the middle.
He did not stop. He kept playing, because that was the one thing he knew how to do, but his body went cold and strange and the sound of his own skates on the ice seemed to come from a long way off. He passed to Hayden. He took a check from a Boston defenseman and shrugged it off. He heard the chant spread, twelve voices, twenty, and then he heard something else rising to meet it, a rolling counter-sound from the lower bowl and the sides and the other end of the rink. It was a boo. It started low and spread and grew until it was the loudest noise he had ever heard in that building, a thick enormous wall of sound with ten thousand people in it, and the chant disappeared under it as a candle disappears in a flood. Over the speakers the organist, an elderly man named Gaston whom Shane had never once seen smile, came in on top of it all with a cheerful, deafening, utterly shameless rendition of a song from a musical, and the booing turned to laughter, and the laughter turned to applause.
At the next face-off Cliff Marlow, the Bears' gray-bearded veteran, came sliding in beside the circle, got his stick down, and said without looking at Shane, in a low rasp, "Ignore the idiots, kid. We've got your back. Even the ones who don't like you."
"Thank you," Shane said.
"I'm not doing it for you. I'm doing it for him." Cliff's mouth twisted under the beard. "He's been unbearable all week. I'd like to see him happy for ten minutes so he'll shut up." The puck dropped. Cliff swung and missed and swore, and Shane laughed, and hit him with his shoulder, and was off.
The goal came two minutes later. It was not a beautiful goal, which was how he knew it would be the one he remembered. Hayden had picked off a lazy pass in the neutral zone and carried the puck up the right wing, and Shane had gone to the net as a boy goes to a window, thoughtlessly, because there was a light in it. The Boston goalie had come out to challenge. Hayden had waited a half beat past where a sensible man would have waited, and slid the puck across the crease with a flick of his wrists, and Shane had been there at the far post with his stick on the ice and his weight forward and his whole body tuned to a single clear note, and he had redirected the puck into the open side of the net so softly that for a second nobody in the building understood what had happened. The red light went on. Then the building came down.
He turned. He didn't mean to look for the Bears' bench, but his head turned anyway as he skated away from the net with Hayden crashing into him from behind, shouting something unintelligible and joyful into the side of his helmet, and over the heads of the Boston players slumped along the boards he found Ilya, who was standing at the end of the bench with his stick held across his thighs and his head thrown back, laughing. Ilya brought his stick up and banged it twice on the boards. Then he said something that Shane could read across forty feet of ice and a wall of noise, without a single sound, from the shape of his mouth. Good boy, Ilya said. He said it in English, with a grin like a wolf's, and Shane felt it go through him like a lit match, and for a second he nearly lost his feet.
"What?" Hayden shouted. "What did he say? You're red. Why are you red?"
"Nothing."
"You're the color of a stop sign."
"It's the cold," Shane said, and skated to the bench with his glove pressed hard to his face.
The third period was a battle. Boston came out hard and pinned Montreal in its own end for six minutes straight, and Patrice Drapeau stood in the crease like a man holding a door against a storm, stopping thirty-one shots over the first fifty minutes with a calm that bordered on the supernatural. With four minutes left, Ilya got the puck at the Montreal blue line, juked two defensemen with a series of feints that Shane would later describe to his father as obscene, drew Patrice out of position, and put the puck through the five-hole so quickly that it seemed to have been there the whole time. Tied, two apiece. The goal horn in the visiting building would have been deafening. In this one there was only a thin, disappointed groan, followed immediately by a smattering of grudging applause. Somebody near the glass yelled, "Rozanov, you animal!" in French, with real admiration.
They went to overtime. Five minutes of three-on-three, a wild open-ice scramble in which both goalies stood on their heads and both coaches aged visibly, and at the end of it, neither team had scored. They went to the shootout. Shane sat on the bench with his helmet in his lap and his stomach clenched and watched the first two Boston shooters fail against Patrice, who knocked one away with his blocker and stoned the other with a toe, and then watched the first Montreal shooter miss wide, and the second, a rookie named Beauchamp, bury it top shelf.
It came to Shane. He knew it would. Therrien had looked down the bench, and looked at the clock, and said his name with a gruff and affectionate resignation, and Shane skated out to center ice with the stick loose in his hands. The Boston goalie hunched in his crease. Behind him the building had gone entirely silent, eighteen thousand people holding their breath. He took the puck at the center red line, with the blade of his stick on it, and began his approach. He went in slowly, which was unlike him, and at the top of the circle he faked a shot, dropped his shoulder, dragged the puck across to his backhand and lifted it up under the crossbar with a flick so quick that the goalie was still stacking his pads when it went in.
Montreal's bench erupted. He skated back along the line with his glove raised, touching every extended hand, and Hayden shouted something at him that he did not hear.
Boston's third shooter was Ilya.
Of course he was. Shane could have told you that three days ago. He stood at the boards with his gloves on the top rail and watched Ilya skate out to center, tall and easy and loose, his stick laid across his knees as he drifted toward the red line, and Patrice in the crease slapped both pads together and settled into a crouch. The building had begun to murmur. It was a low, anticipatory sound, rising and falling, with a note of dread in it and a note of something like glee. Ilya reached the line. He looked up, once, at the far end of the rink, and found Shane at the bench with his gloves on the boards and his chin up, and held his gaze for exactly one second.
Then he went. He came in fast, no wasted motion, with the puck rolling on the heel of his stick, and Patrice backed into the crease and tracked every move. Ilya cut left. He cut right. He dropped his head in a long feint and then, at the last possible moment, did something nobody had ever seen him do, which was to go slowly. He stopped dead in front of the crease with the puck stuck to his blade, and Patrice, who had been braced for a shot, lunged to cover the shot that was not coming, and Ilya dragged the puck back an inch and let it drop off the heel of his stick, and Patrice's blocker came across and met nothing but air. The puck lay for a second on the ice. Ilya reached out one long arm and, with the toe of his stick, nudged it, delicately, over the goal line.
The building went up in a single enormous roar, shock and fury and amazed delight. Boston's bench emptied onto the ice. Ilya skated in a slow circle with both arms raised, and as he swung past the Montreal bench he looked at Shane and shrugged with his whole body, a wide, helpless, brilliant shrug, and the look on his face said Well, what did you expect? clearer than any words.
Hayden had to sit down on the bench. "That was the most disgusting thing I've ever seen," he said, dazed. "That was filthy. That was a crime."
"I know," Shane said. He was laughing so hard he couldn't breathe.
It was Patrice who ended it, in the end. Boston's fourth shooter was a heavy-footed winger whom Shane suspected Ilya had personally begged to take the shot for his own sins, and Patrice, who had been stung by the humiliation and was in a mood to correct it, stopped him cold with a glove save so quick that the winger skated to the bench with his stick over his shoulder like a man leaving a funeral. Montreal's fourth shooter was Hayden. He took the puck at center ice with his teeth set and his eyes lit like a pair of headlamps, and he skated straight up the middle, shot from forty feet with no pretense of finesse, and the puck hit the post, rang off the crossbar, and dropped into the net, and the entire team charged the ice screaming.
The handshake line was a strange thing that night. It always was, a long snaking line of men in two colors passing hands, but now it passed through a soft clamor of noise from the stands, a rolling affectionate roar that did not stop. Shane went down it with his helmet off, murmuring good game and nice goal and thanks to men he had been trying to hit for three hours, until at the end of the line he came to Ilya, who was waiting with his own helmet under his arm and his dark hair damp and flattened across his forehead. They looked at each other. A hundred cameras were pointed at them from the glass. The chant, whatever it had been, was gone.
Ilya held out his hand. Shane took it. Neither of them said a word for a long while, and then Ilya leaned in until his mouth was a few inches from Shane's ear, and said, low enough that no microphone could have caught it, "I let you have the first one. In the second period. I was being polite."
"You were not."
"I was a little polite." Ilya's thumb moved once across the back of Shane's knuckles, hidden between their bodies. "Come see me after. Not at the hotel. Tonight I am very sick, I am dying of the flu, and I need someone to hold my hand."
"You're going to be fined."
"I have petty cash," Ilya said, and let go.
The press scrum took twenty minutes, in a low-ceilinged room off the home dressing room with a blue backdrop and a wall of recorders held up on sticks. Shane answered them one by one, standing with his hands loose at his sides and his hair still wet from a quick shower, in the polite level voice that Farah called his weather report. Yes, it had been a hard game. Yes, Boston was a good team. No, he had not been distracted by the crowd, though he'd been moved by it, and he wanted to thank the people in the building who had made it what it was, including a young lady in the lower bowl whose sign he'd be keeping in his heart for a long time. A reporter from a Toronto station asked whether it had been difficult to play against a man he was in a relationship with.
Shane looked at her for a second. "It's hockey," he said. "We both want to win. Neither of us would respect the other if we didn't. I think that's what's good about it. He's the best player I've ever faced, and I'm lucky that I get to find that out twice a week."
There was a small murmur in the room. Someone near the back wrote something down. A man he didn't know asked, in a flat voice, whether the league should have a policy.
"The league's policy is that the puck goes in the net," Therrien said from the wall, where he was standing with his arms crossed, in a tone that ended the question.
Ilya's scrum went out on every sports channel in North America about ten minutes later, and Shane watched it on his phone in the passenger seat of Hayden's car, with the heater roaring and the streetlights of the city sliding past the windows. Ilya stood in the visitors' area in a black suit and an open-collared white shirt, his tie in his pocket, and answered a reporter's question about the shootout. "I scored," Ilya said. "Is very good. Next question."
Another reporter asked him about the chanting in the second period, and Ilya's face changed. It did not harden, exactly. It cleared, as if he'd gone somewhere inside himself and come back with something simple.
"There are idiots in every building," he said. "I have played in Moscow, in Boston, in Chicago, in Toronto. There are idiots in all. The important thing is how many people tell them to sit down. Tonight, I think, it was most of the building." He paused. "I am grateful. I want to say this. To the people of Montreal. You did not have to, and you did. I will remember it." The reporter began another question, and Ilya looked directly into the camera, a flicker of the old wolf's grin returning, and added, "And Pike, if you are watching, that shot was a disgrace. I have a long memory. Next time I take your teeth."
"He's good," Hayden said, from the driver's seat, with deep respect. "He's really good at that. He's going to run for office."
"He'd lose."
"He'd win by a landslide. Everyone's terrified of him." Hayden turned the car onto Shane's street and pulled up at the curb in front of the tower. He put it in park and looked at Shane across the console, the dash lights picking out the bump in his nose, and his face went serious. "Hey. Go up. I'll tell Therrien you went to bed early, if he asks. I'll tell him you had a migraine. I'll say it was from the cheering."
"Hayden."
"Don't thank me. I'm in charge of your feelings." Hayden's grin broke through. "Go. Be happy. Come to practice with a hickey. I'll have a lot to say."
Ilya was waiting in the apartment. Shane had given him a key two weeks ago, in a small flat ceremony at the Boston airport, and Ilya had put it on his own ring next to the key to the brownstone and the key to his car and told Shane that he now owned three keys and no sense of direction. The living room was dark except for the lights of the city and a small lamp burning beside the couch. Ilya was sitting on the edge of the coffee table in his shirtsleeves with his elbows on his knees and a half-empty glass of water between his hands, and he looked up as the door clicked shut. He had taken off his shoes. He had undone two more buttons of his shirt, and in the low light the gold chain at his throat was a faint glint against his skin.
"You came," Ilya said.
"You were fined."
"I will be. Brad texted me eleven times. One of them is a photograph of a coffin." He set down the glass. "Come here. I want to say a thing first, before I am a fool."
Shane crossed the room. He stopped between Ilya's knees, standing, and Ilya looked up at him with his whole face open, the dark brows and the long straight nose and the mouth that had said Good boy across a hundred feet of ice. He took Shane's hands in both of his own and turned them over and kissed each palm in turn.
"Tonight in the arena," Ilya said. "When the chant. I was not able to hear all of it. But I heard enough. And I thought, okay, here it is, the thing I was afraid of for ten years. In front of everyone. In front of you." He pressed his thumb into the center of Shane's palm. "And the building did not break. It did not break, Shane. They told those men to sit down. A whole city. For us. I did not know people did this. I did not know this was something that was allowed."
"I know," Shane said.
"You do not look surprised."
"I'm a little surprised."
"You look like a man who has been to a good wedding," Ilya said, and laughed, and wiped one eye with the heel of his wrist. "Okay. I am going to be sentimental for one more minute and then I am going to take you to bed. I want to say that I love you. In public, in private, in Boston, in Montreal. I love you in the building and in the apartment. I want this to be in every room."
"It already is," Shane said, and bent his head, and kissed him.
They did not make it to the bed at first. Ilya's hands were at Shane's belt before the kiss had broken and Shane was backing him up against the arm of the couch, shirt pulled half open, his own mouth wet at Ilya's collarbone and his fingers working the last buttons. The game was still in his blood. It had gone to his head like wine, a bright reckless confidence he had never in his life been able to feel in a bedroom, and when Ilya said his name in a rough, startled voice and tried to pull him closer, Shane caught both his wrists and pressed them back against the couch cushions on either side of his head. "Stay there," Shane said. Ilya's whole body went loose, from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet. His mouth fell open. He said, "Yes," on a breath, and did not move his hands.
Shane undressed him slowly, one piece at a time. He took off the open shirt and then the undershirt beneath it, and ran his palms over Ilya's chest and down the flat hard ribs, over the scar on the left hip, past the line of dark hair that disappeared into the waistband of his trousers. He unbuckled the belt and drew it through the loops in a single pull and set it aside. Ilya made a soft helpless noise when the zipper went down, and when Shane drew his trousers and underwear down to his knees and sank onto his own knees on the carpet between his legs, Ilya said, "Shane, wait, I want to, I wanted to do this for you," and Shane said, "Later," and took him into his mouth.
He knew how to do it. That was the strange thing, the thing that rose up in him as he worked, the confident slow roll of his tongue along the underside, the slight hollowing of his cheeks, the single flat palm pressed to the base while the other hand cupped and weighed and teased. He had never done this before in his waking life, not more than a handful of times, and not like this. His hands went where they went. He heard Ilya above him swearing in Russian, a hoarse continuous litany, and felt the long muscles of his thighs begin to shake under his palms. He swallowed around him. Ilya's hand slid into his hair and tightened and let go and tightened again, and Shane looked up with his mouth full and found Ilya staring down at him with wild dark astonished eyes.
"Who," Ilya said, hoarse. "Who taught you this. Shane. I do not, you did not, in the summer you did not do this. In the summer you did not know where to put your hands. Oh, God. Oh, there. Do not stop. Do not stop, do not stop."
Shane did not stop. He brought Ilya to the very edge, with a patience he had not known he possessed, and then drew back, and rose, and lifted him bodily up from the edge of the couch with an arm under his thighs, and walked him across the room to the bedroom, where he dropped him on the sheets and went down over him. The lube was in the nightstand. He found it without looking. He was still half dressed, his shirt open and his belt undone, and he did not take the time to deal with it, only slicked his fingers and knelt between Ilya's spread knees and began to open him with the care of a man who knew precisely how many seconds it took. Ilya was panting. His head thrashed on the pillow. When Shane curled his fingers and pressed up, hitting the spot dead center on the first try, Ilya's back came clean off the bed in a bow and a sound tore out of him that rattled the window.
"Shane," he gasped. "Shane, wait, wait, please, I will, if you do that. Not yet."
"Okay." Shane eased his fingers back and slid them out and wiped them on the sheet. He stripped off the rest of his clothes in four quick motions, rolled on the condom, and settled between Ilya's thighs, lifting one knee to his shoulder and bracing a hand beside Ilya's head. "Ready?"
"Yes," Ilya said. "Yes, yes, please, now."
He pushed in. Ilya was tight and slick and burning, and Shane went fully in with one long smooth thrust and held there, buried, his forehead against Ilya's, both of them shuddering. Then he began to move. He did it as he had dreamed it, which was a thing he did not allow himself to think and thought anyway, a long deep rocking rhythm that built with each stroke, a slight upward tilt of his hips that struck the bundle of nerves inside Ilya on every pass. He had never before had the nerve to try it. Ilya wrapped both legs around his waist and dug his heels into the small of his back and said a string of words in two languages, begging for it harder, faster, deeper, and Shane gave it to him, sweat running down his spine, the bed slamming against the wall, his own voice breaking on Ilya's name.
"Touch me," Ilya begged. "Please, I want your hand, I cannot, please, Shane, I am going to."
Shane slid a hand between them and wrapped it around Ilya's cock and stroked once, twice, in time with each thrust, and Ilya came apart in his arms with a hoarse shout, clenching around him in hard pulsing waves, spilling across his own stomach and Shane's wrist. The sight of it, the feeling of it, the sound he made, took Shane over the edge a second later, a hard bright rush that whited out the room, and he buried his face in the damp curve of Ilya's neck and came with a groan that went on and on.
For a long time neither of them said anything. The lights of the city moved faintly on the ceiling. A siren went up the avenue and faded. Ilya lay flat on his back with his arms flung wide, his chest heaving, his hair stuck to his forehead, and Shane rolled off and lay beside him on his side, one hand resting on Ilya's sternum, feeling the pound of his heart slow under the palm. He cleaned them both up with a damp towel from the bathroom, and returned, and Ilya had not moved. He was staring at the ceiling.
"Okay," Ilya said quietly. "I have a question."
Shane's stomach dropped. He lay down on the bed with great care, on his side, facing him. "Okay."
"It is not a bad question. I do not want you to think it is a bad question. I want to say it first." Ilya turned his head on the pillow. His eyes were soft and dark and very tired, and there was a crease between his brows. "In the summer, when we first started, when we were in the hotel in Chicago and in the apartment in Boston, you were shy. I do not say this to hurt you. I thought it was, how do you say, sweet. You did not know. You asked me what I liked and I told you, and you listened, and you learned. That is how it was. You were a person who was learning."
"I remember."
"And tonight, you take me apart. In four minutes. You find a place with your fingers on the first try that I did not know I had. You put your mouth on me like you have done it for ten years." He said it gently. "I am not angry. I want to be very clear. I am very happy. It was, I think, the best of my life. But I am also an observer, Shane, I watch for a living, and I see a person who changes between one month and the next, in a direction that does not make sense. So I ask. And you can say it is nothing. But I ask if there is someone. Someone else. Before, or during, or I do not know. You can tell me. I will not be angry. I will be sad for one day and then I will be okay."
"There is no one."
"You can say it."
"There's no one, Ilya." He had sat up. He took Ilya's face in both his hands, and held it, and looked at him from a few inches away. "There has never been anyone. Not before you, not during, not after. You're the first man I ever touched and you're the only man I'm ever going to touch. I'd swear on anything you'd like. On my parents. On the Cup."
Ilya searched his face for a long time. His eyes moved from one of Shane's to the other, and the crease between his brows did not smooth. "I believe you," he said, finally, slowly. "I do. I believe that there is no one else. But I do not believe it is only paying attention, golubchik. I think it is something else, and I think you know what it is, and I think you are afraid to say. And I am not going to push. I told you in your parents' house that I am reading. I will keep reading."
"Ilya."
"It is okay." He lifted Shane's hand from his cheek and kissed the knuckles, quickly, formally, and set it back on the sheet between them. "I am tired. I am happy. I am a little bit afraid, and it is a good fear, I think, the kind you have when you are standing at the top of something. We sleep. We talk tomorrow. Or the day after. Or whenever you are ready to say."
He turned onto his side, away from Shane, and pulled the blanket up over his shoulder. After a minute he reached back without looking, found Shane's hand in the dark, and drew it around himself, over his ribs, and held it there. His grip was loose. It was an old Ilya gesture, a thing he did half asleep. It was also, Shane understood, a message, and the message was that the door stayed open and he would wait in front of it.
Shane lay awake behind him with his arm around his ribs and his face an inch from the warm back of his neck. He could feel Ilya's pulse settle and even out against his palm. In the dark he rehearsed it, as he had rehearsed it a hundred times in a hundred other rooms. I had a dream, he would say. I was in a coma for twenty-six hours and I dreamed an entire life. I dreamed we were married. I dreamed we were married for eleven years, and I dreamed all of it, every night, every hotel room, every fight, and when I woke up I was twenty and it was gone. Ilya would turn over and look at him. Shane could see exactly how it would go. He had seen it already, in a gray room on the edge of a birch park. A face that went polite, and patient, and distant. A kind man listening to a confused stranger. He would say, gently, Of course, golubchik, you had a very hard head injury, and he would call the doctor in the morning, and he would watch Shane for the rest of their lives for signs of a relapse.
That was the fear, and it was real, and it was also not the whole of it. The rest he could not say to the ceiling. The rest was that he did not want to give it up. A dream that nobody else knew could not be taken away, or corrected, or politely doubted. It was his. It was the only thing he had that was entirely his own. And lying here in the dark with the real man's pulse under his hand he understood, with a small cold sinking, that every hour he kept it was an hour it grew heavier, and that the day was coming when keeping it and keeping Ilya would turn out to be two separate things.
He did not say any of this. He lay with his eyes open, watching a pale rectangle of streetlight slide across the wall, and listened to the man he loved breathe, and when the first gray light came at last through the curtains he was still awake, with Ilya's hand curled loosely around his own, and no answer.
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  The Voyageurs flew into Boston on the second Friday of November for a game that mattered less than any of the headlines pretended, and Shane played it badly enough that Therrien pulled him from the second power play and said nothing about it on the bench, which was worse than anything he could have said. They lost three to one. Ilya scored the third goal into an empty net and did not celebrate it, which Shane noticed and the cameras noticed and the announcers spent a full minute discussing, and afterward, in the long concrete hallway outside the visitors' dressing room, Ilya walked past him with a stick over one shoulder and a towel around his neck and brushed two fingers against the back of his hand without breaking stride. It was a thing they did now, a small unarguable code. It meant I'll see you at the house. It meant that the fine for sleeping out of the team hotel had been paid, in cash, in advance, for the entire month.
 
The house was the brownstone on Marlborough Street, and by now it looked like somewhere two people lived. David's raised beds had gone in during the first week of October, six of them, built in a single weekend by a man in a windbreaker who refused all help and wanted to know why nobody in Boston owned a decent level. The garden was bare in the cold, with straw heaped over the beds and a row of cabbages that had refused to die, and the kitchen window above the sink looked out on all of it. Shane stood at that window at ten past eleven with his coat still on and a cup of tea going cold in his hands, watching a light snow come down on the straw, until he heard the front door open and the thump of a bag hitting the floor.
 
"I am home," Ilya called, in the voice of a man who had been rehearsing it. "I am home and I am hungry and I am a very sad person, because I won."
 
"You didn't look sad."
 
"I looked like a man who was waiting for you in the hallway. Is a different expression." He came into the kitchen in his socks with his tie loosened and his hair still wet from the shower, and looked at Shane at the window, and his face did something complicated and went gentle. "Hey. You are wearing your coat in the house."
 
"I forgot."
 
"You forgot for an hour?" Ilya crossed the kitchen and began undoing the buttons himself, one at a time, with his eyes on Shane's face. When the coat was open he slid it off Shane's shoulders and hung it on the back of a chair, took the cold tea out of his hands and poured it down the sink, and put both palms flat on Shane's chest. "You played bad tonight."
 
"I know."
 
"Not bad. Not like a person who is bad. Like a person who is thinking about something else." His thumbs moved over the fabric of Shane's shirt. "I do not ask. I told you. But I want you to know that I looked at you on the ice and I thought, okay, he is far away, and I wanted to skate across and pick you up and carry you back. Is not allowed. So I scored on an empty net and did not smile, in solidarity."
 
"That was in solidarity?"
 
"Of course. What did you think?"
 
Shane laughed, and it came out unsteady, and Ilya heard that too and said nothing, and went to the refrigerator. He made an omelet, a huge sprawling one with onions and cheese and a stack of ham that Shane would never have allowed himself, and cut it in half with the side of a spatula and put one half on each plate. They ate standing at the counter, as they always did, with the radio murmuring low from the shelf above the stove. The kitchen smelled of butter and snow. Outside the window the cabbages wore tiny white caps. After a while Ilya wiped his plate clean with a crust of bread, and went to the table, and came back with a thick folder that had a Boston Public Library sticker on its cover and a label in Svetlana's sharp handwriting.
 
"I show you the thing," he said. "For the foundation. Sveta has done a very big amount of work. I do not know how she does it. She has a job and a life and a boyfriend who is a dentist, and she has built me a plan with tabs."
 
"With tabs."
 
"Tabs, Shane. Color coded." He laid the folder on the counter between their plates and opened it with a kind of reverence. Inside were nineteen pages in neat clear type, a mission statement, a budget, a draft of a charter, a list of possible board members with notes in the margin, and, on the last page, a rough sketch in blue ballpoint of a logo, a plain interlocking pair of letters, an I and an R, with a small stylized bird above them. "I drew the bird," Ilya said. "Is a swallow. My mother liked them. They come back. Every year, to the same place. I do not know if it is stupid."
 
"It's not stupid."
 
"Sveta says it is a little stupid but it tests well."
 
Shane picked up the page and held it in both hands. It was a bad drawing. The bird looked like a comma with a grudge. He ran his thumb over the ink, over the faint rough furrow where Ilya had pressed too hard, and a smile came up through him that he could not have stopped if he'd tried. "It's the best logo I've ever seen."
 
"You are lying."
 
"I'm not. It's perfect. It's exactly what it should be." He set it down. "What's the launch?"
 
"The launch. Okay. This is where I need you, because you are the one who is good at public things." Ilya turned over a page. "Sveta thinks spring. After the season, in Boston, a dinner. She says the donors like dinners. But I think it should be something that is not a dinner. I think it should be something with, how do you say. With the players. With, maybe, a game. A charity game with both teams, with the fathers and the sons, and the people who are not usually in the building." He rubbed his jaw. "I do not know. I am not good at this. I only know that I would like it to be small at first. I would like it to feel like a thing that a person could walk into."
 
"A kitchen," Shane said.
 
"What?"
 
"Like a kitchen. Where you could walk in and sit down and somebody would hand you a plate." He had said it without thinking, and as he heard it he knew where it had come from. In the dream the first house of the Foundation had been a converted rowhouse in Toronto, with a long wooden table in the front room, and Ilya had insisted that the door be left unlocked from nine to nine. He pushed the memory away, firmly, as he'd have pushed a defenseman off the puck. "I just mean it could feel like that. A place to eat. A place that isn't a hospital."
 
Ilya was looking at him. It was a long, level, thoughtful look, and then it passed, and Ilya's face cleared and he nodded. "A kitchen," he said. "Is good. I like this. I write it down." He took a pen from behind his ear, bent over the folder, and wrote the word in the margin of page six, underlined it twice, and Shane felt his heartbeat settle.
 
They did the dishes together. It was close to midnight. Shane washed and Ilya dried, and the radio moved on from a news report to a slow piano piece that Ilya identified as Rachmaninoff and described as a man crying politely in a large room. Snow fell on the garden. Ilya had put the folder aside and was leaning against the counter with the towel over one shoulder, telling a long and deeply unreliable story about the first time he had tried to cook for Svetlana, which had involved a fire extinguisher and a neighbor named Mr. Costa. He was laughing. His whole face was open with it. At some point in the telling, with a pan in his hand and his eyes on the ceiling, he stopped laughing, and the story slipped away from him, and his voice dropped.
 
“I am bad cook because nobody taught me,” he said. “My mother was supposed to. She was going to teach me the soup. But we never did. Every time she said she would teach me, something happened, or there was no time. When I was small, when it was a storm, I could not sleep. I was very afraid of thunder. I would lie in the bed and I would shake. And she would come in, and she would not say anything, she would only sit down on the floor outside the door with her back against it, so I could hear she was there, and she would…” He stopped. He gave a short embarrassed laugh and turned the pan over in his hands. “It is stupid. It is a stupid thing to tell. I have never told anyone. I do not know why I am saying it now.”
Shane had been drying a glass. He had been listening with his whole attention, with a soft aching tenderness he'd felt a hundred times in a hundred rooms, and he heard his own voice finish the sentence before he knew he had spoken.
 
"She would sing Bayu-bayushki-bayu," he said, quietly. "Just the first line, over and over, very low. She never finished it. And you'd fall asleep before she got to the end."
 
The pan hit the floor.
 
It rang on the tile like a bell, and rolled in a half circle and lay still. Neither of them moved. The radio went on murmuring in its cheerful small voice, and Shane looked down at the glass in his hands, at the water running in a thin bright thread down the side of it, and understood in the slow clear horror of a man watching a puck go in off his own stick that he had done it. He had said it aloud. It was the same lullaby and the same hallway and the same story, one that Ilya had never once told in this life to anyone, and that Ilya had told in the other one on a freezing night in a Toronto kitchen, in the fourth year, with their daughter asleep upstairs.
 
"What did you say?" Ilya said.
 
His voice had gone entirely flat. He had not bent to pick up the pan. He was standing with his hands still half raised and his face the color of paper, and the towel had slid off his shoulder and lay at his feet.
 
"Ilya."
 
"No. What did you say. Say it again."
 
"It's, I just, I think you told me. Once. Maybe when you were half asleep, and I didn't," Shane said, and heard it dying in his mouth. It was thin. It was unbelievably thin. Ilya had not moved. He was looking at Shane as he looked at a goalie when he had just recognized the move the goalie was about to make, a flat, narrowed, intelligent attention, and Shane watched the thought arrive behind his eyes. "You don't have to look at me like that."
 
"I did not tell you."
 
"You could have."
 
"I did not tell you, Shane. I never told anyone. Not Sveta. Not my father, who knows nothing about it, not Polina, not a doctor. I have not said this sentence to a living person in my entire life. I was about to say it tonight for the first time, and I was going to say it badly, and I was going to be afraid." His voice cracked. "And you finished it. You finished it with the, with the name of the song. With the part that she never finished. How do you know the part she never finished?"
 
"I can't."
 
"You cannot what?"
 
"I can't explain it," Shane said. His hands were shaking, and he put the glass down on the counter with great care so that it would not break. "I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to say it. It just came out. I can't explain it right now."
 
"You cannot or you will not?"
 
"Both."
 
There was a silence. It filled the kitchen to the corners. In it Shane could hear the faucet dripping, the snow ticking at the window, the tiny electronic voice of the radio announcing the weather for Worcester. Ilya was standing perfectly still with his arms at his sides. When he spoke again it was in the soft, controlled, terrible voice that Shane had heard him use exactly once before, in a hotel hallway in Chicago when a teammate had said something unforgivable about his mother.
 
"Did Polina tell you?"
 
"No."
 
"Did Sveta?"
 
"No. Ilya, no one told me."
 
"Did you ask someone? Did you hire a man? There are men who do this. I have read. For a player of my, of my kind of visibility, there are people who go into the past and find the things. Did you, in the spring, when you were alone in the, when you were afraid of me, did you look?" His voice rose on the last word and broke. "Did you look into me?"
 
"No. God, no. I'd never." Shane took a step toward him, and Ilya took a step back, and the small unconscious motion went through Shane like a knife. "I swear to you. I swear on my life. I never looked into anything. Nobody told me. I didn't read anything. It's not a thing you can find out, it isn't written anywhere, you've just said so yourself."
 
"Then how."
 
"I can't tell you."
 
"Why."
 
"Because you wouldn't believe me," Shane said, and it was the closest he had come, and he heard it land. "Because it would sound insane. Because I'm afraid that if I say it you'll look at me like you looked at your father's doctor in Tallinn. Because I don't have the words yet. I swear to you that it's not something that's hurting you. I swear that nothing in it is a threat. It's mine, it's all in my head, and I'm trying so hard to find a way to say it, and I can't, not yet, not tonight."
 
"Not tonight," Ilya repeated. He gave a short sharp laugh without any humor in it. "Not tonight. You have said this for a month. Not tonight. In Montreal you said I was paying attention. In your parents' house, with the mug. In Tallinn, when you said the thing to my father about the dark. And in the bed, in the hotel, in the other bed, with the back of my neck." He pressed the heel of his hand against his eyes. "I thought, okay, he is a very good student, he is very sensitive. I thought it was a gift. I told myself it was a gift. I told Sveta. I said, Sveta, he understands me better than anyone has, it is like he can see inside. And she said, Be careful, and I said, Why. And she said, A person who can see inside should be asked how."
 
"Ilya, please."
 
"And Hayden," Ilya said.
 
Shane went still.
 
"Hayden knows. Yes? I am not stupid. In October, in the hallway, I saw you and Hayden at the end of the corridor, at the arena, and you were saying something and he was nodding, and he put his hand on your arm and he had a face like he was at a funeral. I thought, okay, it is about the coma, it is about the head. And then he sees me and he stops. He is a bad liar, Hayden. Very bad. He turned red like a tomato." Ilya took his hand away from his eyes. They were red and bright. "Hayden knows. Hayden knows what it is, and I do not. I am your, I am the person you share a bed with. I am the person who is in your mother's garden. And Hayden knows."
 
 "I told him in the spring, in the middle of the playoffs. We'd barely started. I was in pieces, I didn't have anyone, he was just there. It's not that I trust him more than you. It was early." 
 
"I do not care when."
 
"Ilya."
 
"I do not care when, Shane! I care that there is a room in you, and I am not allowed to go in it, and he is allowed. You gave Hayden the key and you gave me a mug. A mug, and a lullaby, and a hand on my neck, and a face I do not know." He was shouting now, not loudly, but with a kind of flat desperate force. "I am not asking for everything. I am asking for the one thing. I say to you, I trust you, I put my wrists in your hands in a hotel in Tallinn and I cry like a child, and you say, I understand, and you did not understand, you knew. You knew already. You were not surprised by anything, not by my mother, not by my father, not the, the foundation, the kitchen. You were not surprised once. Do you know what it is, to be with a person who is never surprised? It is like being a, a, I do not have the word. It is like being a play."
 
The word fell into the room and lay there.
 
"I'm surprised by you every single day," Shane said. His own voice had gone ragged. "Every day. You've got no idea. The tea, the thing with your father, the man who bought a tablecloth and a pot. I didn't know any of it. I'm not a, I'm not reading from a script, Ilya."
 
"Then show me. Show me the page."
 
"I can't."
 
"Then I do not know how to be here," Ilya said, quietly.
 
It was the quiet that did it. Shane had braced for shouting. He had been ready for it, would have welcomed it, but this was a plain, tired, accurate statement made by a man who had decided that it was true. His own anger came up in him then, hot and sudden and not at all fair, and he heard himself say, "You've got rooms too."
 
"What?"
 
"You've got rooms. You've got a father who, who did what, exactly? You told me in Tallinn that he was a bad man and that you'd never had one day of kindness. That's all I've got. That's the whole story. I've never asked you for the rest. I've sat next to you in a car outside a care home with your stepmother and not said a word. You think I don't know there's a locked door? You think I haven't been walking past it for six months being patient?"
 
"This is different."
 
"How is it different?"
 
"Because mine is not about you," Ilya said. "Mine is old. Mine is not a thing that is happening in front of me every day, with a face that goes away." He breathed. "Yours is about me. I do not know how I know. But every time, it is about me. I can feel it, as you can feel a hand in a pocket. Whatever it is, you have been carrying it with my name on it. And you will not let me hold it."
 
"I'm trying to protect you."
 
"From what?"
 
"From," Shane said, and stopped. He had the whole of it on his tongue. He could feel the shape of it, the coma, the eleven years, the Toronto kitchen with the child asleep upstairs. He could say it now. It would take thirty seconds. And he looked at the man in front of him, white and furious and wrecked, with his mother's song still hanging in the air between them like smoke, and he thought, with a terrible clear certainty, that it would be the end. Not because Ilya wouldn't believe him. Because he would. Because there would be no way back from I loved you for eleven years and you never knew. Because Ilya would look at him, and understand that he had been standing at the side of a life that Ilya could never have, and that every kindness since had been an echo.
 
"From what," Ilya said again.
 
"I can't."
 
Ilya nodded. It was a short, small, defeated nod, like a man closing a ledger. He bent, finally, and picked the pan up off the floor and set it on the counter with a quiet clank. He folded the towel and laid it across the edge of the sink. He walked into the front hall, and Shane heard the rustle of his coat coming off the hook, the soft scrape of a boot, the jingle of keys.
 
"Ilya."
 
"I am going to Sveta's," Ilya said from the hall. He had put his scarf on. He was standing in the open door with the snow blowing in around his shoulders, and he did not turn. "I am not leaving you. I want to be clear. I am not saying a thing is ended. I am leaving this room, because if I stay in it I am going to say a thing I cannot take back, and I do not want to say it. I will call you. In a day, in two. When I have my head." He paused. "I love you. Is true. I want you to know that is true. It is the only reason this is so hard."
 
The door closed behind him. Shane heard his footsteps going down the front steps, and fading, and a car door, and an engine. He stood in the kitchen with the water still dripping in the sink and the radio still murmuring, and the folder lying open on the counter at the page with the word kitchen written in the margin and underlined twice, and he did not move for a very long time.
 
He flew to Montreal on the morning flight with the team, in a middle seat between Hayden and a sleeping rookie, and did not say a word from Logan to Trudeau. Hayden did not push. He passed over a bag of pretzels at the halfway point and Shane ate three without noticing. In the airport Hayden said, "Do you want to talk about it?"
 
"No," Shane said.
 
"Okay," Hayden said, and put his hand on the back of Shane's neck for a second in the baggage claim, where the cameras couldn't see, and took it away.
 
He skated Saturday's practice like a ghost. Therrien sent him off the ice early and for once did not look at the wall. In the dressing room afterward JJ sat down on the bench beside him without his usual commentary, took off his own skates in silence, and said at last, "I do not know what happened, but if you want me to kill someone, I know a guy in Laval who has a very big truck." Shane laughed for the first time in two days, a ragged cracked noise, and then put his face in his hands.
 
Hayden had been waiting in the parking garage with his arms crossed and his car running, and he said only, "Jackie's making dinner and you're coming," in the voice of a man who had rehearsed it in the mirror. Shane went. He sat in the passenger seat watching the dark slide by while Hayden drove through the east end in an anxious silence, and at a red light on Rachel Street Hayden said, to the windshield, "He saw us. In October. In the hallway. I think he did. I thought about it all night on Friday, and I think that's what it was."
 
"He said so."
 
"I'm sorry. I'm really sorry, Shane. I should've, I don't know. I should have walked away." The light turned green and Hayden did not move until someone behind them leaned on a horn. "I keep thinking that if I'd been better at it, you wouldn't have had to take the weight of both of us. You and him. You'd have had one person who knew. Not two with a wall between."
 
"It's not your fault."
 
"It's a little my fault."
 
"It's a very little your fault," Shane said, and Hayden laughed, wetly, and wiped his nose on his sleeve, and drove on.
 
Hayden and Jackie lived in a narrow brick duplex in Rosemont with a green door and a bicycle chained to the porch rail and a large elderly dog named Gordie who met Shane in the hallway and leaned the whole of his weight against his shins. Jackie came out of the kitchen with a dish towel over one shoulder and her dark hair piled up on top of her head with a pencil through it. She was a small round-faced woman who taught high school chemistry and had never in her life been intimidated by a professional athlete, and she looked at Shane for exactly two seconds and said, "Sit. Don't talk. There's soup." He sat at their kitchen table, which was covered in a stack of ungraded lab reports and a half-assembled model of a molecule made out of marshmallows, and she put a bowl in front of him and a spoon in his hand, and he ate, because it was easier than refusing.
 
It was a good soup. It was chicken and rice with a great deal of dill, and he ate all of it and, when she silently refilled the bowl, the second helping too. Hayden hovered by the stove, pretending to stir something. Gordie lay on Shane's feet. At some point the radiator in the corner began to clank, and the kitchen warmed up, and the window over the sink fogged with steam, and Shane realized that for the first time in a day and a half he was sitting at a table and nobody was asking him anything.
 
"He's the kind who'd come back," Jackie said at last, over her own bowl. "I've met him twice. At the parade, and at the thing with the donors. He's the kind who leaves a room so he doesn't break something and comes back an hour later with food. I'm not telling you what to do. I'm saying I've watched a lot of men fight. Most of them leave because they want to leave. He left because he was scared of himself. It's a different kind of leaving."
 
"How do you know that?"
 
"Because he stopped in the door of the party and looked back at you for about ten seconds before he left. I saw it. I thought, that man is going to be very sorry about whatever he's about to do, and he's going to come back and say so."
 
"That was at the parade, though," Hayden said. "Not the fight."
 
"I'm making a general point."
 
"It was a good point," Shane said, and found, to his own surprise, that he was smiling. He put the spoon down. "Thank you. For the soup. And for the, for all of it. I don't know how to say it."
 
"Don't," Jackie said. "Say it with a very large Christmas present. Preferably a nice one. I've had my eye on a stand mixer."
 
"Jackie," Hayden said.
 
"I'm joking. Mostly." She reached across the table and covered Shane's hand with her own, briefly, a warm dry press of the palm. "Whatever it is you can't tell him, tell him you can't. Out loud. It's the not-saying that's making him crazy. It's not what's in the room, it's that you're standing in front of the door pretending there isn't one. That's all I know. I teach chemistry. I'm not a priest."
 
He thought about it on the drive home, and on the elevator, and on the long, slow, sleepless walk through the apartment at midnight with the lights off. He did not know then that Ilya had arrived at the same conclusion by an entirely different road, in a stranger's living room in Boston with the fifth bowl of cereal cooling at his elbow. He only knew that Jackie had said it, plainly, over a kitchen table, in a way no one else had, and that it had gone in and stayed.
 
He sat on the floor of the living room with the lights off. He didn't turn on the television. He sat with his back against the couch, where Ilya had sat on the coffee table and kissed his palms, and looked out the window at the city. It had begun to snow again. It was the same city, the same lit towers, the same sliding red tail lights on the avenue, and the same dark mass of the mountain beyond, and he had never in his life felt so entirely alone in a place that was supposed to be home. His phone lay beside him on the carpet. It had not rung. He picked it up three times and set it down three times. At midnight he found that he had begun to sing.
 
It was very low, under his breath, hardly more than a thread of sound. He didn't know the words beyond the first line, and he sang the first line over and over, in his bad careful Russian, the old lullaby that Irina Rozanova had sung outside a bedroom door in a gray apartment in a city he had never seen, the one that Ilya had sung in another life to a small dark-haired girl in a yellow room. In that life the child had been named Katya. She had been four. She had refused to sleep without the door open and the hall light on and her father's voice, and Shane had stood at the foot of the stairs one night in a bathrobe and listened to him sing it, and thought that he would remember the sound of it for the rest of his life. He did. It was the only place in the world it still existed.
 
He sat on the carpet and sang to nobody until the tears came, and then he went on singing through them, because it was the only thing he could do for her. He had not let himself grieve the children. He had told himself he'd done it in the hospital, in the first week, when he'd turned his face to the wall for an hour and let it come. But that had been a shallow thing, the grief of a man who had not yet seen the shape of what he'd lost. Now he saw it. A dark-haired boy, Nico, who would have been three, with a gap-toothed grin and his father's absolute refusal to wear a coat. A girl in a yellow room. A pond with a clean sheet of ice and two tiny skaters wobbling out onto it, hand in hand. They had been real to him. They had been his. They were not anywhere. They had not been taken, because you could not take what had never been given. They had only never been, and he mourned them as one mourns a death that has no date and no stone and no one to share it with.
 
At some point he stopped singing, and the room was entirely quiet. He sat in the dark with his forehead on his knees. And he thought, with a slow flat clarity that was a discovery, that he could not make Ilya hold this with him. It was not Ilya's to hold. It was not fair to ask. The children had existed in a place that nobody but Shane would ever visit, and no matter how much he loved the man who might one day become their father, the specific heartbreak of those two small faces belonged to him alone. He would have to carry it. He would have to find some way of carrying it that did not leak out through the cracks, in the middle of kitchens, in the shape of songs.
 
The phone buzzed at twelve forty. It was a message from an unknown number, and for a second his heart lurched, and then the text resolved itself into Svetlana's sharp clean prose.
 
He is eating cereal on my couch. He has eaten four bowls. He will not tell me what happened. This is not like him. He tells me everything, even the things I do not wish to know. I am not asking you to tell me. I am telling you that he is sitting in my living room in a blanket looking at a wall, and that I have known him for nine years and I have never seen him afraid of a person before. Whatever it is, Shane, it is real to him. Say it, even if it is stupid. Say it badly. A thing said badly can be fixed.
 
Shane read it three times. He typed, I can't, and deleted it. He typed, I'm trying, and deleted that too. In the end he wrote: Thank you for telling me. Tell him I'm not going anywhere. Tell him the door is open. He looked at it and added: Tell him I know where the key is.
 
Her answer came in under a minute. This is a very strange message. I will deliver it exactly.
 
The knock came at ten past two on Saturday night. He knew who it was before he got to the door. Nobody else in the city knocked like that, three heavy flat thumps with the side of a fist and then a pause, a warning, a man announcing himself so that he could not be accused of sneaking. Shane had been awake for thirty hours. He had gone home from Hayden's at ten, and lain on the bed with his clothes on, and then given that up and spent the rest of the night on the living room floor. When he opened the door Ilya was standing in the hall in his long coat with snow in his hair and a paper bag in one hand, and he had not shaved, and there were dark smudges under his eyes like thumbprints.
 
"I bring croissants," Ilya said. "Is two in the morning. There is no place open. I found a man in a, in a garage, behind a bakery. He was loading a truck. I gave him a hundred dollars and he gave me a bag." He held it out. "They are not warm. I am sorry."
 
"Come in."
 
"I am not sure that I should."
 
"Please come in," Shane said, and stepped aside, and Ilya came in and shut the door behind him, and stood in the middle of the dark living room with the bag held in both hands. Shane turned on a single lamp. In its dim yellow light the two of them looked at each other across eight feet of hardwood floor, and neither moved.
 
"I have thought," Ilya said finally. "A lot. In Sveta's apartment. For two days. I had a very, a very large amount of cereal. I thought in the shower and in the car and in the middle of the game, where I was also very bad, you can ask the coach." He set the bag down on the arm of the couch and took a breath. "I have a thing I want to say. Okay? And I want you to let me say all of it. And then you can say what you want."
 
"Okay."
 
"I do not want to know." He raised a hand when Shane started to speak. "Wait. I want to know. I want it very badly, I think of nothing else. But I do not want to be a man who forces. Who stands in a kitchen and shouts until you say. This is a thing my father did. He wanted to know everything. Where I went, who I spoke to, what was in my pockets. He would stand in the door with the belt in his hand and say, Tell me, tell me, and if I did not tell him fast enough, he would..." He swallowed. "He hit me. With the belt, and sometimes with the hand, until I was fifteen and bigger than him, and then he stopped and I think he was afraid. That is the room. That is the one I have not opened. I did not say it in Tallinn because it was too big, and I did not say it before because I did not want you to look at me and see a boy who was hit. I wanted you to see a hockey player."
 
Shane's throat had closed. He had not moved. Ilya was staring at the floor, at some point just beyond his own feet, and his hands had come up to hold each other in front of him.
 
"I shouted at you in the kitchen," Ilya said. "I stood in front of you and I shouted Tell me. I heard it come out of my mouth in his voice. And I thought, I am doing it. I am the man in the door." His voice went thin. "I left because I did not want to be him. That is the whole reason. Not because you did something. Because I became something."
 
"You aren't him."
 
"I know. I know this, with my head. Sveta has told me eleven times, and Polina, and the doctor in Boston." He lifted his eyes. "But I have to say that I am frightened of how much I want to know. I want to open you like a, like a box. And I cannot. And I have to find a way to love you without it. So I make a rule. Not for you. For me."
 
"What's the rule?"
 
"If there is a thing you know, and you cannot say it, you tell me that. Plain. You say, Ilya, there is a thing and I cannot say it yet. You do not say I am paying attention, or I read it somewhere, or it is nothing. You do not lie." He was crying now, quietly, with his face wet and perfectly composed. "I can live with a locked room. I have one. But I cannot live with a room that says it is not there. If you say, it is there, and it is not mine yet, I will wait. Years. I do not mind."
 
"Ilya."
 
"That is my part. I have said it." He wiped his face with the back of his wrist. "Now you."
 
Shane had been standing without breathing. He crossed the floor in four steps and put his arms around him, and Ilya's whole body gave, a slow collapse from the shoulders down, and he bent his head against Shane's neck and shook. They held each other in the middle of the living room, in the lamplight, with the snow ticking on the glass. When he was able to speak, Shane said it against Ilya's hair, in a voice he hardly recognized.
 
"There's a thing. There's a thing I know and I can't say it yet. It's not about anyone else. It's not about hurting you. It's about me, and it happened to me, and I don't understand it, and I'm afraid of what happens to us when I say it out loud. I'm not afraid you'll leave. I'm afraid you'll be sad. I don't know how to describe it. I need time to find out how to tell you, and I need to be sure that it's safe. And I'm sorry about the song. I'm sorry about all of it. I never wanted you to have to stand in a room with a stranger." He took a breath. "That's all I've got. It's not much."
 
"It is a lot," Ilya said, muffled. "It is more than you said before. It is a, it has a shape. I can put my hand on it." He lifted his head. His eyes were swollen and red and very clear. "It is a locked room that says it is a room. Okay. That I can live with. I can live in a house with that."
 
"You're sure?"
 
"No. But I want to try."
 
"Okay," Shane said. "Okay."
 
"One more thing."
 
"Anything."
 
"The song." Ilya's mouth trembled. "Sing it. The rest. If you know the rest. I would like to hear it, one time, from someone who is not in my head."
 
Shane stared at him. Then he said, "I only know the first line. She never finished it, remember?" and Ilya made a sound that was half a laugh and half a sob and put his forehead against Shane's collarbone. They stood like that for a long time. Eventually Shane began to sing it, softly, badly, in his stumbling accent, the first line and nothing more, and Ilya joined in on the second repetition, in a rough cracked baritone, and they sang the one line together over and over in the dark living room until it stopped being a song at all and became something else, a vow, or an apology, or a place to stand.
 
The make-up was not gentle. Shane had thought it would be. He had imagined a long tender slide into the bed, a quiet exhausted joining, and instead Ilya broke away from him abruptly in the middle of the second repetition, grabbed him by the front of the shirt, and kissed him so hard their teeth clicked. It was an angry kiss. It was the leftover anger of two days, and the fear under it, and Shane felt his own answer rise to meet it, hard and hot and a little desperate. He pushed Ilya back against the wall by the window, the lamp wobbling on its table, and Ilya's head hit the plaster with a thump and he laughed, breathless, and said, "Yes, like this, I want it like this."
 
They shed their clothes on the walk to the bedroom in a long trail across the floor, the coat first, then the scarf, then Shane's sweater, then the shirt that Ilya tore the last button off in his hurry. By the time they reached the bed Ilya had Shane's wrists in one hand and had pinned them against the headboard, and was kissing a line down his throat with his teeth, biting at the juncture of neck and shoulder hard enough to leave a mark. "Say you are here," Ilya said into his skin. "Say it. Say you are in the room, with me, and not somewhere else."
 
"I'm here."
 
"Say it again."
 
"I'm here. I'm right here. I'm not going anywhere." Shane arched into the bite. "Please."
 
"Please what?"
 
"Please, don't be careful. I don't want you to be careful tonight."
 
Ilya lifted his head and looked at him. His face in the dim light was rough and open and a little frightening, and he said, in a voice gone low and raw, "Okay. Tell me if I need to stop."
 
"Tretiak," Shane said, and Ilya gave a startled snort of laughter, and kissed him again, savagely, and let go of his wrists only to drag the lube from the nightstand.
 
He took his time with the preparation, in spite of everything, two fingers and then three, working Shane open with a thorough, merciless, practiced economy, and Shane writhed on the sheets with his hands clenched in the bedding and his mouth open on a series of low broken sounds. He was not allowed to touch. When he reached for Ilya's shoulders, Ilya caught his hand and pinned it back down. "No," Ilya said. "Not yet. You wait. You stay there. You let me." And Shane stayed, with every muscle trembling, every nerve alight, and let him. It was a different kind of surrender from the one in Tallinn. That had been trust. This was something harder, a plain handing over of the last thing he had left, which was the right to be difficult.
 
Ilya entered him in one long hard thrust, and the stretch of it was too much, a bright hot fullness, and Shane cried out and his back came off the mattress. "Look at me," Ilya said, through his teeth. "Eyes open. I want you to see who it is. It is me. Is only me. Say my name."
 
"Ilya."
 
"Again."
 
"Ilya. Ilya." Shane's hands had broken free and found Ilya's shoulders and dug in, and he pulled him down, so that they were chest to chest and face to face with Ilya's breath hot on his mouth. "It's you. I know it's you. It's always been you."
 
Ilya made a ragged sound and began to move. There was nothing careful in it, nothing practiced, only a driving, rolling, hungry rhythm that Shane met stroke for stroke, his legs locked around Ilya's waist, his heels digging into the small of his back. The bed slammed against the wall. The headboard rattled. Somewhere in the second or third minute Shane lost the capacity for words entirely, and heard himself babbling, the same syllables over and over, Ilya's name and a string of pleas and the lullaby's first line broken into pieces. Ilya had one hand fisted in his hair and the other wrapped hard around his hip. His eyes never left Shane's face. When Shane's back arched and he said, in a cracked voice, "I'm going to," Ilya reached down between them.
 
"Yes, now," Ilya said. "With me. Now."
 
It took only two strokes.
 
They came together, a long, shattering, simultaneous release that seemed to go on and on. Shane felt Ilya pulse inside him and heard him shout his name, a raw broken hoarse cry, and felt his own body tear loose in white heat across both their stomachs. Ilya collapsed on top of him, shaking, and Shane wrapped both arms around his back and held on, and they lay there for a long time, joined, breathing in unison, while the snow ticked on the glass and the radiator knocked and the long dark hours of the night went by outside.
 
"I am sorry I shouted," Ilya said, eventually, against his neck.
 
"I'm sorry I didn't say."
 
"We are both sorry. This is very efficient." He lifted his head and looked down. Shane's face was streaked and wet and his hair was stuck to his forehead, and Ilya touched his cheek with the back of two fingers. "You were crying. In the middle."
 
"A little."
 
"Is okay. I was also. In the middle, I think, and at the beginning." He bent and kissed him, softly this time, a long lingering press of the mouth that said everything the earlier kiss had not. "I do not know what the room is, golubchik. But I am going to stay in the house."
 
"Okay."
 
"And I am going to eat the croissants. They are probably a little stale."
 
"They're from a garage."
 
"They are from a truck," Ilya said, with great dignity. "I paid a hundred dollars. We will eat them and we will say they are very good."
 
They ate them at three in the morning, sitting up in bed with a bag between them and crumbs all over the sheets, passing a single glass of water back and forth. The croissants were cold and a little rubbery and tasted of butter and old flour. Ilya declared them the finest he'd ever had. Shane agreed. At some point Ilya began telling a long, wandering, increasingly absurd story about the baker in the garage, who had apparently asked for an autograph for his mother, and Shane listened with his head on Ilya's shoulder, laughing at the right places. Outside the snow had stopped. The sky in the gap of the curtains had begun, very faintly, to turn from black to a deep blue.
 
He had told the truth, or the closest thing to it that he could afford. There was a room. He had said so aloud, and the sky had not fallen. It lay ahead of him still, the long unspoken thing, and he knew that someday he would have to find a way to open it. But for tonight, in a bed full of crumbs with a man's heartbeat beneath his ear, he let himself put it down. Ilya's hand was moving in his hair. Ilya was telling him about the baker's mother. And Shane closed his eyes and listened, and for the first time in three days, and for the first time in a very long while, he was only where he was.
 
 






      

  












      Chapter 20: Chapter 20: The Lake
  








  The league gave them three days at Christmas, the twenty-fourth through the twenty-sixth, and the schedule had been so generous about it that both teams played in the same city on the twenty-third. Shane woke on the morning of the twenty-fourth in a Boston hotel room with a sore shoulder and a text from his mother that said, in full, Drive carefully. The roads are bad. Do not let him drive, he drives like a Russian. Ilya, who was lying face down across the other half of the bed with one arm hanging off the edge, read the message over his shoulder, said, "I am a Russian," in a muffled and wounded voice, and went back to sleep.
 
They drove to Ottawa in Shane's car, a gray sedan with heated seats and a rear window that had cracked in a hailstorm in September, and it took nine hours. The first three were through Massachusetts and Vermont in a thin dry snow that blew sideways across the highway, and Ilya spent them in the passenger seat with his knees against the dashboard, working through the contents of a canvas bag that Svetlana had packed for him. There were four wrapped presents, which he refused to describe. There was a thermos of coffee. There was a plastic container of pelmeni, frozen solid, which he had insisted on bringing because Yuna had asked for the pot to be returned with something in it, and there was a plant, a small green one in a clay pot, wedged between his feet with a seat belt around it. It was for Grigori. It would not be delivered until the end of January, when the Bears had a five-day break and Ilya had promised to fly to Tallinn, but he could not bear to leave it in Boston alone, and had said so, and then pretended he had not.
 
"You are going too slow," Ilya said, around hour four.
 
"I'm doing sixty-five. The limit is sixty-five."
 
"The limit is a suggestion. Is a number made by a man in an office." He unwrapped a granola bar, examined it with suspicion, and ate it. "Tell me again what your father will say."
 
"He'll say, Welcome. He'll take your coat. He'll ask about the drive and the roads and whether you want a beer."
 
"And then?"
 
"And then he'll say nothing for about two hours, and it'll be fine."
 
"Okay." Ilya licked a crumb from his thumb. "And your Aunt Lorraine."
 
"She'll be there. She's coming from Kingston with Uncle Pete and my cousin Danielle and Danielle's kid. She'll say something that sounds like a criticism and is actually a compliment, and you'll have to work out which. She's like that with everyone. She told my mother her wedding dress looked like a curtain."
 
"Was it a good curtain?"
 
"It was a very good dress," Shane said. "She meant it as praise."
 
"I am very afraid of Aunt Lorraine," Ilya said, with deep contentment, and put his head back against the seat and watched the snow.
 
They crossed the border into Ontario at dusk and came into Ottawa around eight, in a hard clean cold that turned the windshield white at the edges and froze Ilya's breath on the inside of the passenger window. The Hollander house sat on a quiet street in the west end, a two-story brick colonial with a wreath on the door and strings of white lights along the eaves, and every window was lit. Shane pulled into the driveway behind his father's Subaru and turned off the engine. For a minute neither of them moved. The porch light came on. Somewhere inside, a dog that was the third in a long line of Hollander dogs and by far the least intelligent began barking in a high hysterical yelp.
 
"Okay," Ilya said. He had gone slightly pale. He took a breath and let it out in a long white plume. "I am ready. I have the pot. I have the plant. I have the pelmeni, and I have a scarf for your mother, and I have a, a thing for your father that I will not tell you."
 
"You don't have to be nervous."
 
"I am not nervous. I am excited, in my stomach." He unbuckled the plant. "Come. Before I lose my courage and I make you drive to a hotel."
 
The door opened before they reached the porch. David stood in it in a green sweater with a reindeer on the front, which he had worn every Christmas since Shane was nine and which Yuna had been trying to throw out for twenty years, and behind him in the lit hall Shane could see the Christmas tree, the long runner on the hardwood floor, and on the wall by the coat hooks, in a plain black frame at exactly eye level, a photograph of two men on the back of a flatbed truck with confetti coming down. It was the one from the mantel. His mother had made a copy. It had been hung where every person who came through the front door would see it, between the family portrait from Shane's eighth birthday and a framed print of a heron. Shane's throat closed. Beside him he felt Ilya go absolutely still.
 
"Welcome," David said. "Come in, it's cold. Give me your coat."
 
"Thank you," Ilya said. His voice was very small. "Thank you, David. I have brought a, there is a pot. I mean I have brought your pot back."
 
"I'll take that too." David lifted the heavy pot out of his arms with the ease of a man who had been carrying things for people all his life, and handed it over his shoulder to nobody, and then stood looking at Ilya in the doorway, and Shane watched his father's face do something Shane had seen it do on exactly three previous occasions: when he was born, when he won the junior championship, and when he'd called from the hospital in Montreal in April to say he was awake. It softened from the jaw upward. David reached out and put one broad hand on the side of Ilya's neck, firmly, like a man steadying a ladder, and said, "I'm glad you came. We all are. Come in the house."
 
The house smelled of cinnamon and roasting pork. Yuna had begun cooking on the twenty-second, a marathon she conducted every year with grim joy, and every surface in the kitchen was covered with dishes under foil, cutting boards, bowls of dough rising under damp cloths, a ham the size of a toddler. She came out of the pantry with flour on her cheek and her glasses on her head and stopped. Then she crossed the kitchen in four steps and took Ilya's face in both hands, as she had done to her own son on a sidewalk in Boston, and said, "You're thin. Both of you. You're both thin. Sit down. Eat something."
 
"I have brought you a scarf," Ilya said, in a stunned voice, and held it out.
 
"Later," Yuna said. "Eat."
 
Christmas Eve was loud and long and strange. The relatives arrived in a wave at nine, a knot of coats and cold and casseroles in the hall. Aunt Lorraine was a tall woman of sixty with a silver bob and the carrying voice of a woman who had taught gym for thirty-four years, and she took one look at Ilya and said, "Well, you're bigger than you look on the television," and he said, "Is a common complaint," and she barked a laugh, once, like a seal. Uncle Pete shook his hand and asked about the Bears' power play. Danielle, who was thirty and a vet and had a four-year-old named Milo clamped to her leg, hugged Shane and said in his ear, "Mom's been practicing being nice for a week. Be gentle with her." And Milo looked up at Ilya from the safety of his mother's knee and said in a loud clear voice, "You're the Russian."
 
"I am the Russian," Ilya agreed, going down on one knee so that they were eye to eye. "Are you the person who owns the dog?"
 
"No. Grandpa owns the dog. I own a truck."
 
"What kind of truck?"
 
"A fire truck. It has a ladder."
 
"Is a very important truck. May I see it?"
 
Milo considered this, and then took Ilya by one finger and led him across the room to a large pile of toys under the tree, and Ilya sat down on the carpet in his good gray sweater with his legs folded like a pretzel and spent the next forty minutes on the floor, being instructed on the operation of a fire truck by a person with a quarter of his vocabulary and none of his fear. Shane watched from the couch with a plate of shortbread balanced on his knee. Danielle sat down beside him and ate one of the cookies from his plate.
 
"He's very good with him," she said.
 
"He's good with everybody."
 
"No, I mean, he's really good. He's patient. Look at that. Look, he let him put a hat on him." She tilted her head. Ilya had been fitted with a plastic fireman's helmet and was solemnly receiving an order to rescue a stuffed giraffe from a collapsed Lego building. "You want that, huh. Kids."
 
Shane's mouth went dry. He looked at the plate. "Maybe, someday."
 
"I wasn't going to say anything. I'm just saying I'd have bet money." Danielle brushed crumbs off her knee. "Mom's been after me for a decade to be quiet about it. She says I make people nervous. But you've got that look. The look people get when they see someone good with a kid and think, oh, there it is, that's the one." She shrugged. "That's all. Merry Christmas. Don't tell Mom I said anything."
 
Shane sat with the plate on his knee and did not look at her. In the middle of the carpet Ilya had been handed the giraffe and was holding it aloft with great solemnity as Milo shouted instructions. He looked across the room, and caught Shane's eye over the top of the toy, and grinned, helmet askew, a wide boyish delighted grin that stopped Shane's heart in his chest, and Shane smiled back and kept smiling, with his whole face, for a long time after the look had passed.
 
At midnight Yuna herded them into the front room for the exchange of presents, which at the Hollanders' had always been a stately and formal affair conducted by the youngest person present. Milo was therefore placed in charge. He sat in the center of the rug in his pajamas with a pile of parcels in front of him and distributed them with the gravity of a judge, and the gifts went around the room one by one in a sea of ripped paper. David received a book on heirloom tomatoes, as expected, and a pair of work gloves, and from Ilya a small flat parcel that turned out to contain a Soviet-era garden trowel, wooden-handled and worn silver at the edge, which Ilya had found in a flea market in Tallinn on the second day of the trip. "From my stepmother's neighbor," Ilya said, scarlet. "He says it is very good steel. He says it was used in a, a collective farm. It has been in the ground for fifty years."
 
David turned the trowel over in his big hands. He ran his thumb along the edge. "It's balanced," he said at last, in an odd gruff voice. "It's beautifully balanced. Somebody made this by hand." He looked up. "Thank you. I'm going to use it in the spring. In the beds in Boston. I'll bring it with me."
 
"You will use it in my garden," Ilya said, as if reciting a vow.
 
"I will."
 
Yuna got the scarf, a long soft thing in a deep dark red that Ilya had apparently spent a week in Boston choosing, and she put it on at once, over her cardigan, and left it on for the rest of the evening. Aunt Lorraine received a copy of a Russian cookbook with a note in Ilya's cramped, left-leaning handwriting. When she read the note she said, "Hm," and read it again, and then looked at Ilya over her glasses with an expression of grave consideration and said, "You can come to Easter," and went to refill her wine. Danielle gave Shane a mug that said World's Okayest Hockey Player. He gave it to Ilya as a joke, and Ilya put it on his head.
 
Ilya's gift to Shane came last, because Ilya had arranged it that way. It was a flat rectangular package wrapped in a sheet of plain brown paper and tied with kitchen twine, and Shane held it in both hands for a few seconds before he undid the string. Inside was a framed drawing, a sheet of heavy cream paper in a plain wooden frame, and on it in blue ballpoint was the bird. The swallow. The logo, the one with the grudge, the comma with wings, with the two letters beneath it in Ilya's blocky capitals. But beneath the letters, in a thin cramped hand, someone had added a line of small writing.
 
For the kitchen. Come in and sit down.
 
"I want it to hang in the first house," Ilya said, from the other side of the room. He was sitting on the arm of the couch with his arms around his knees, and for once he was not grinning. "Whenever. Wherever it is. I want it on the wall by the door. And I want it to be from you, because you gave me the, the word. You said, a place where somebody hands you a plate. I did not have it before. It was only a foundation. Now it is a kitchen." He swallowed. "I did not want to say it in front of people. But I thought it should be in a room where everybody was kind."
 
The room had gone quiet. Yuna had put a hand to her mouth. Shane looked down at the drawing, at the crooked wings and the cramped little sentence, and found that he could not see it properly. After a moment he got up, and crossed the room, and sat down on the arm of the couch beside Ilya, and put his arm around his back in front of all of them, his father and his mother, his aunt and uncle and cousin and cousin's child, and put his head against Ilya's temple. Nobody said anything.
 
Milo, from the middle of the rug, said in a stage whisper, "Are they crying?"
 
"It's a happy kind," Danielle said.
 
"Oh," Milo said, and went back to his truck.
 
His own gift to Ilya was a notebook. It was a plain, thick, cloth-bound one with a leather spine, the kind that Ilya favored for his hockey diagrams, and he had had the first page printed at a stationer's on Newbury Street. Ilya opened it with a frown, and read, and said nothing for a long time. At the top, in small cream letters on the empty page, it said, The Irina Rozanova House. Beneath that, a short line: Founded by Ilya Rozanov. And below it, a long blank column, ready to be filled. "I thought you could write it down," Shane said. "The plan. Everything. In your own handwriting. I thought you'd want it to be yours."
 
Ilya shut the notebook and held it against his chest with both arms. His eyes were closed. He sat very still for about ten seconds, and then he said in a thick voice, "Thank you," and nothing else, and leaned against Shane like a tree coming down.
 
On Christmas morning the whole house slept late, except for Ilya, who was awake at six in the kitchen making coffee with the large black frown he wore when he was trying not to wake anybody. Shane found him at the counter at a quarter past, in Shane's old gray hoodie and a pair of his father's slippers, holding his phone in both hands and staring at it. It was one in the afternoon in Tallinn. He had been up since five, waiting for the connection. "Polina is going to call," he said. "At seven. She says she will put the phone in front of him. She says he is having a good week."
 
"Do you want me to go?"
 
"No. Stay. I want you." Ilya put the phone down on the counter and picked it up again. "I have the puck. I brought a puck. I thought I would show him. It is the one from the game in Montreal, from the shootout, the one I put on Patrice. I got it from the equipment man. I thought, maybe he will like it. Maybe he will hold it."
 
The phone rang at six fifty-eight. Ilya jumped. He answered on the first ring, and Polina's face appeared on the screen, gray-haired and bright-eyed in a cardigan, with the window of her kitchen behind her and a plate of cookies in the corner of the frame. She said something in Russian, quick and warm, and Ilya answered in the same language, and then she turned the phone and the screen swam and settled on an old man in a chair.
 
Grigori Rozanov was sitting in a pale room with a blanket over his knees and a paper hat on his head, a red one, askew, evidently part of some festive effort by the care staff. He looked at the phone with polite confusion. Polina said something low and urgent. He squinted. "The electrician," he said, in a delighted rasp. "It is the electrician. How are the pipes?"
 
"Good, Papa," Ilya said. His voice shook only slightly. "The pipes are very good. I have something to show you."
 
He lifted the puck to the camera. It was a small black rubber disc, scuffed on one side, and he held it between thumb and finger and turned it so the light caught the edge. The old man leaned forward. He put out a hand toward the screen as though he could take it. "Is a puck," he said. "Is a puck. Give."
 
"I cannot give it through the phone, Papa. But I will bring it. At the end of the month. I will bring it and I will put it in your hand."
 
"It is a good one," Grigori said severely. "I can see. It has a, it has weight. You can tell by the edge." He peered at it. "My son had one like this. He kept it in his pocket. I told him he was not allowed to keep it in the house." A pause. His eyes slid, and for a second they were not confused. They were sharp and distant and pale blue, and they looked at his son's face on the screen with a strange attentive stillness. "He scored a goal with that puck. In the yard. On a Sunday. I said he was too soft. I said it was luck." The old man's voice dropped. "It was not luck. I knew. I did not tell him. I was a man who did not know how."
 
Ilya had stopped breathing. In the kitchen, in the early light, he stood with the puck suspended in the air in front of the phone and his mouth a little open, and tears began to run down his face, silent and fast.
 
"Papa," he said.
 
"Eh?" The old man blinked. The look went out of his eyes like a lamp turned down. "Who are you? You are a very nice electrician. You have my son's eyes." He turned to Polina. "Does he want tea? Give the electrician tea."
 
The call ended a minute later. Polina said goodbye in a broken voice and promised to send a photograph of the hat, and the screen went dark. Ilya set the puck on the counter, very carefully, as though it might break, and put both hands flat on the marble and bent his head between his shoulders. Shane crossed the room. He did not say anything. He put one hand between Ilya's shoulder blades, over the soft gray cotton, and left it there, and after a while Ilya turned and folded himself against his chest, big and trembling, with his face in Shane's neck, and wept in short hard shuddering breaths until the coffee maker clicked off and a light came on upstairs.
 
"He knew," Ilya said, at last, into his collar. "For a minute. He knew it was me. He said I was not lucky."
 
"I heard."
 
"Is the first time he said it. In my whole life." He laughed brokenly. "And he does not remember. Next week he will say I am the plumber. But he said it. It happened. It is in the world now." He lifted his head. "I will remember it. I will remember it for him."
 
"Yes."
 
"Okay." He wiped his face with the heel of his hand, took a long ragged breath, and straightened up. He looked at Shane for a few seconds with red-rimmed eyes and said, with enormous dignity, "I need a very large breakfast."
 
"My mother's making French toast."
 
"I will eat all of it. I will eat a whole loaf," Ilya said, and kissed him on the mouth, hard, and went to get the plates.
 
The Hollander cottage sat on the north shore of a long narrow lake an hour and a half outside the city, at the end of a gravel road that David plowed himself with a blade he had bolted to the front of his truck in 1998. It was a low wooden house with a green tin roof and a porch that sagged slightly toward the water, built by Shane's grandfather in the fifties and added to by every Hollander since, so that it had acquired over the years a lopsided second story, a screened sleeping porch, a boathouse, a woodshed, and a small cedar sauna on the point that David had built with his own hands the summer Shane turned sixteen. Smoke came from the chimney already. David had driven up the night before to light the stove. The family arrived on Boxing Day in three cars, with enough food to feed an expedition, and by noon the lake lay white and glittering under a hard blue sky, frozen to a depth of two feet, and a long rectangle at the near end of it had been scraped clean with a snow blower and flooded with a hose to make a rink.
 
Shane stood at the edge of the ice with his skates in one hand. He had laced them on the porch, at the old wooden bench where he had laced them every winter of his childhood, and the leather was stiff with cold and smelled of snow and rubber and the inside of a hundred rinks. A cold wind came off the open lake. His father had set up two nets at either end, rusted pipe frames with a sagging mesh, and a hand-lettered sign propped against the shed that said, in David's square block capitals, PLEASE WIPE YOUR SKATES. At the far end of the ice, small and bright in a red snowsuit, Milo was being towed backward in a plastic sled by his mother. Aunt Lorraine and Uncle Pete were walking slowly along the shore, arm in arm, in matching toques. And in the center of the rink, bent double, Ilya was working on his laces with an expression of intense concentration.
 
"I do not understand these skates," Ilya said, as Shane came up. "They are very old. They are made for a, for a very small man."
 
"They're my father's. From the nineties."
 
"They are made for a man with a different, a different shape of foot. I think they are for a hobbit." He stood, wobbling slightly, and took a few experimental strides, and then spun on one blade in a long sudden graceful half circle, arms out, in the careless supple way of a man who had been born on ice. "But they are good ice. Is very good ice. I forgive them."
 
"You're showing off."
 
"I am testing the surface." He pushed off again, and Shane watched him go, a long dark shape against the white of the lake with his scarf streaming behind him. It was the first time Shane had ever seen him skate when there was nothing at stake. In an arena he skated like a man defending a border. Here he skated like a boy let out of school, with long loops and sudden turns and a ridiculous crossover he evidently thought was elegant, and the wind brought his laugh back across the ice in broken pieces. He came around the end of the rink and came within a foot of one of the nets, and caught himself with a scrape and a swear, and Milo, who had been released from his sled, shrieked with joy.
 
"Do that again!"
 
"I cannot do it again. I almost died."
 
"Do the one where you go backwards!"
 
"The backward one? You want the backward one?" Ilya turned and began to skate backward in a slow, perfect line, with his hands clasped behind his back, and Milo gave chase in his small red boots, flailing, wobbling, determined, and the two of them circled the rink in an ungainly procession while Danielle called a warning from the shore. Ilya slowed. He held out a hand without looking, and Milo grabbed it, and Ilya began to skate him around the rink at a stately pace, the little boy's boots barely touching the ice, his small mitten swallowed in Ilya's glove.
 
Shane stopped where he was. He had not meant to. He had simply stopped, a few yards from the edge, with the cold on his face and his skates planted wide, and he stood looking at a tall dark man towing a small child around a frozen lake, both of them laughing, and in his chest the air went out of him as though someone had stepped on a bellows. It was not the same scene. The child was wrong. The lake was wrong. The child in the dream had been a girl, and the ice had been a pond in the Gatineau Hills, and the man holding her hand had been thirty-three, with silver at his temples, and no fear whatsoever in his face. But the angle of the head was exactly the same. And the line of Ilya's back, bent slightly forward, one gloved hand extended, was a line Shane had drawn in his mind a hundred times, in a hundred winters that did not exist.
 
He turned. He walked back toward the shore on the flats of his skates, stiffly, with his head down, and sat on the bench by the shed with his hands between his knees. After a while he took off his gloves and pressed the heels of both palms against his eyes. A shadow fell across his boots.
 
His father sat down beside him on the bench without saying anything. David had a travel mug of coffee in one hand and had put on his old Ottawa Centaurs toque, the one with the hole in the crown, and for several minutes he said nothing at all and simply looked out across the ice at the two small figures in the middle of the rink. A raven croaked in the pines. Out on the lake, Ilya was lifting Milo bodily into the air and swinging him in a circle, and Milo was screaming.
 
"He's good with them," David said.
 
"Everyone keeps saying that."
 
"Because it's true." David took a sip of coffee. He had a way of speaking to the horizon, which Shane had inherited and which Yuna, who had no such tendency, found maddening. "You looked like you'd seen a ghost. Out there. I was watching from the porch."
 
"I was thinking about something."
 
"I figured."
 
"It's not bad. It's just, it's big." Shane lowered his hands. His eyes were wet and he did not bother to hide it. "I think I'd like to have kids, Dad. Someday. I never knew it before. I mean I thought I might want to, in the abstract, in a, in a general way. But watching him out there. I want it so badly it hurts."
 
"You'd be good at it."
 
"I'm not sure that I would."
 
"I am." David turned his head. His weathered face was calm and a little bemused, the face of a man who had spent thirty years waiting for his son to arrive at a conclusion he'd reached in the car driving home from the first practice. "You're the most patient boy I ever met. You got that from your mother, God knows, not from me. You sat in a freezing car for an hour once because you wanted to make sure the other kid's father had been picked up. You were nine."
 
"I don't remember that."
 
"I do," David said. "You said, somebody should wait with him." He drank his coffee. "You'd be a good father, Shane. Both of you would. I've watched that man spend an hour on the floor with a fire truck. He's a bit of a mess, and you're a bit of a mess, and the two of you are going to do it very badly for about a year and then you'll be fine. That's all anyone does."
 
"Dad."
 
"I'm not making a speech." David took off his toque, scratched his head, and put it back on. "I'll say one more thing, then I'll go have another cup. Your mother and I never worried about whether you'd be able to have a family. We worried about whether you'd let yourself. You've got a way of deciding you don't deserve a thing and then not asking for it. It's a bad habit. I've seen it in other men. I did it myself till I was thirty." He stood, a bit stiffly, and put a hand on Shane's shoulder and squeezed once. "Ask for it. That's my advice. It's free."
 
He walked back toward the porch, and Shane sat on the bench watching his father's broad back recede along the path, the old brown jacket, the long careful stride. After a minute he put his gloves back on. He stood up. He checked his laces. Then he walked back out onto the ice, slowly at first, and then faster, and cut across the rink in a long hard diagonal and came up behind Ilya and Milo at speed and swept the little boy up onto his own shoulders in one motion. Milo shrieked with joy. Ilya whirled around, startled, with his mouth open, and Shane skated backward away from him with the boy's mittens clamped in his hair, laughing, and shouted, "Catch me if you can."
 
"That is not fair!" Ilya yelled. "You have an advantage! You have a child!"
 
"You wanted the backward one!"
 
"I am going to destroy you!"
 
He did not catch him. Shane had a head start and a good ten pounds of cargo and a heart that seemed ready to lift out of his chest and sail over the pines, and he skated three full laps of the rink with Ilya in furious pursuit and Milo shouting directions from above, and at the end of the third lap he let himself be caught, on purpose, in a bear hug from behind that lifted all three of them off the ice and sent them sprawling in a heap in the snow bank at the edge of the rink. They lay there on their backs, breathing hard, looking up at the white sky. Milo was laughing so hard that he had hiccups. Ilya's arm was still around Shane's chest.
 
"I will get you," Ilya whispered, into his ear, "for this. Tonight. I will get you in the sauna."
 
"Looking forward to it," Shane said.
 
The sauna stood on the point at the end of a narrow path through the pines, a little cedar hut with a stovepipe and a window the size of a book, and at nine o'clock that night, with the house dark behind them and the lake lying black and silent under a sky full of stars, Shane and Ilya walked down to it in boots and parkas and nothing else. David had stoked the stove at six. When Shane opened the door a wall of dry heat came out to meet them, and the smell of hot cedar and woodsmoke and old towels, a smell that took him straight back to being sixteen and sitting on the upper bench in a towel with his father, saying nothing, while the sweat rolled down his ribs.
 
"Oh," Ilya said, and stopped in the doorway with his hand on the frame. "Oh, Shane. Is a real one."
 
"It's just a sauna."
 
"Is not just a sauna. Is a banya. Is made of the correct wood. Is, there is a, you have a bucket, you have a dipper." He stepped inside, reverent, and ran a hand along the bench. He was already unzipping his parka. "My grandmother had one. In the country. A small one like this, behind the house. We went on Saturdays. The men first, and then the women. Everyone beat each other with branches." His voice had gone soft and distant and glad. "I did not know that I missed it until this minute."
 
They undressed in the little anteroom by the light of a single lantern and went in together, and the heat closed over them like a hand. The bench was hot against the backs of Shane's thighs. Ilya sat on the upper level with his back against the wall and his knees apart, eyes closed, a towel in his lap and his head tipped back, and sweat had begun to bead on his chest and run in thin bright lines between the muscles of his stomach. He ladled water over the stones. The steam rose in a soft roar and rolled over them and Shane felt the heat sink into his shoulders and his back and the sore place under his left shoulder blade and let out a long breath.
 
"I have thought about it," Ilya said, eyes still shut. "What your father said. Not what he said to you. What he said to me, in the kitchen, this morning, at six, when you were sleeping."
 
"What did he say?"
 
"He did not say very much. He was making coffee. He said, You'll want to have kids." Ilya's mouth quirked. "It was not a question. He said it like a man telling you the weather. And I said, I think I do. And he said, Good. And then he gave me a cup." He opened his eyes. They were dark and warm in the lantern light. "I want to ask you if you want them. I want to hear it from you. I have been afraid to ask because I think, what if he says no, and I will have to decide what I want. I think I want it very much. I think I did not know. I look at a small person in a snowsuit, and I think, I could keep that alive. I could, it is possible, I am not my father."
 
"I want them," Shane said. His voice was steady. He had the sensation of stepping onto ice that he knew would hold. "I want them a lot. Two, I think. Or three. I don't care which, boys or girls, I don't care what they're like. I want them loud. I want a house with too many shoes in the hall."
 
"A house with the shoes," Ilya breathed.
 
"And I want, I want a girl who won't sleep without the hall light on, and I want her to be named, I'd like to call her..." He stopped.
 
The word was in his mouth. It had come up in him with the heat and the dark and the wood smoke, whole and simple and warm, and he had come within a breath of saying it. He swallowed it. His heart was beating hard. He saw, clearly, in the lantern light, Ilya's face turn toward him with a quick sharp wondering attention, and he thought, there it is, the rule. The door had opened a hand's width.
 
"There's a thing," Shane said, carefully. "I started to say a name. A name that I can't say yet. It's part of the thing I told you about. I'm not trying to hide it. I just can't, yet."
 
Ilya was silent. The stove ticked. A drop of sweat ran down his temple and into his beard. Then, slowly, he smiled. It was a soft private surprised smile, and it was more beautiful than any other smile Shane had ever seen on him. "You said it," he said. "Plain. As I asked. You did not say, I am paying attention. You said, there is a thing."
 
"I said it."
 
"Thank you." He reached across the space between them and put a damp hand on Shane's knee. "You do not know what it is. For me. I have spent my whole life with people who do not say. My father stood in a doorway and said nothing for fifteen years. And you sit in a hot box and say, I cannot say it yet. Is the most honest thing anyone has ever told me." His thumb moved. "I will wait. For the name. For the girl. For all of it. I told you."
 
"I know. I'll tell you. I swear."
 
"I know," Ilya said. He smiled again, softer, and leaned in and kissed him, long and slow, with the salt of sweat on both their mouths. "Come here. I have a thing I promised. I said I would get you in the sauna."
 
"You said you'd get me."
 
"Yes. I am going to." He slid off the bench and onto the floor, on his knees in front of Shane on the boards, and pushed his knees apart. The towel fell away. Ilya looked up at him through damp lashes, steam rising off his shoulders, his mouth already wet. "Hands behind you," he said. "On the bench. You hold on, you do not let go."
 
"Ilya."
 
"You said you wanted me to ask. I am asking."
 
Shane put his hands behind him, gripping the hot cedar edge of the bench, and tipped his head back against the wall. Ilya took him into his mouth. The heat was extraordinary, the dry blast of the room and the wet slick heat of Ilya's mouth together, and every nerve in Shane's body seemed to stand up at once. Sweat ran down his chest. He heard himself groan, a long unsteady exhale, and felt Ilya's tongue swirl and press, and Ilya's hands slide up his thighs and settle on his hips, thumbs digging in. The stones hissed in the stove. Ilya made a low sound of satisfaction and drew him deeper, and Shane's whole spine arched off the wall.
 
"I can't," he gasped. "Ilya, I can't, it's too hot, I'm going to..."
 
Ilya pulled off, with a wet red mouth and a bright wicked glint, and said, "Not yet. I want it in the snow."
 
"What?"
 
"In the snow. In the lake. Is the tradition." He stood, tall and dripping and gloriously naked, and held out a hand. "After the heat, the cold. Come. I will show you. You will love it. You will scream."
 
He hauled Shane off the bench and out the door in a burst of steam, and they ran down the path through the pines, barefoot and breathless, into a cold so absolute that it hit Shane like a wall. The snow burned the soles of his feet. The stars glittered overhead. At the end of the point Ilya did not slow, but ran straight down onto the lake shore and dropped, with a roar of triumph, backward into a drift. Shane threw himself in after him. The cold went through his skin and into his bones, and he shouted, a wordless howl, and they rolled over and over in the white powder, tangled and shrieking and laughing, steam rising from their bodies in clouds. Ilya got on top of him. He pinned Shane's wrists in the snow on either side of his head, bright-eyed, with snow in his hair and a smile like a child's, and bent and kissed him, hard.
 
"Is good?" he gasped.
 
"It's insane," Shane said. "It's freezing. I love it."
 
"I know you do." Ilya shifted his hips, and Shane felt how hard he was, burning against his thigh. "Come. Back to the heat. I want you inside, I want to be inside you where it is warm."
 
They ran back up the path and into the sauna and shut the door on the cold. Shane's hands and feet were tingling wildly. The heat was a blessing. They collapsed together on the lower bench, steaming, shaking, and Ilya found the lube in the pocket of his discarded parka, where he had evidently placed it with malice aforethought, and said, in a voice like warm honey, "On your hands and knees. On the bench. Hold the wall."
 
Shane did as he was told. The cedar was hot under his palms and knees. Behind him Ilya's slick fingers pressed and circled, opening him in the heat with a patient thoroughness that made his thighs tremble, and Shane pressed his forehead against the wooden wall and let the sounds come out of him, low and broken, loud in the small hot room. Two fingers. Three. Ilya's other hand was spread flat at the small of his back, anchoring him. "Beautiful," Ilya murmured. "You are so beautiful like this. With the sweat. I could look at you all night."
 
"Please," Shane gasped. "Please, Ilya, now."
 
"Okay. Okay, I have you."
 
He pushed in. It was a long, slow, devastating slide, and Shane's breath left him in a rush. The heat inside and the heat outside blurred into one. Ilya's hands closed on his hips. He began to move, long deep thrusts that rocked Shane forward against the wall and dragged a groan out of him at each stroke, the slap of wet skin loud in the little room, steam curling around them. Shane's fingers curled on the cedar. He pushed back to meet each thrust. He heard Ilya above him swearing in a stream of English and Russian, and felt a hand reach around and close hard around his cock, stroking in time, and the whole world narrowed to a single point of fire.
 
"Come for me," Ilya said, in his ear. "Come on, golubchik. Let go. I have you."
 
Shane came with a shout that echoed off the cedar walls. It went through him in long hot waves, and he felt Ilya's rhythm falter and break and heard him cry out against his shoulder, thrusting once, twice, and then holding, buried deep, shuddering. They hung there together on the hot bench in the dark, joined and gasping, with sweat running off both of them and pooling on the boards. Then Ilya laughed. It was a delighted breathless sound, and he wrapped both arms around Shane's chest and pulled him back until they were sitting upright, Shane in his lap, and kissed the back of his neck, over and over.
 
"I like your father's sauna," he said.
 
"I thought you might."
 
"I want to be buried in it," Ilya said, and Shane laughed so hard that he had to grab the bench.
 
They sat in the heat for another twenty minutes, wrapped in towels, passing a bottle of water back and forth, until the stove burned down. At the door Ilya stopped and looked out over the lake. The stars had thickened. The ice lay white and wide and silent under them, and the dark line of the pines on the far shore stood against the sky, and in the cold clean air their breath rose in two slow plumes. It was past midnight. Somewhere across the water a loon, a late one, confused by the cold, gave one long wavering call and fell quiet.
 
"I think I could live here," Ilya said softly.
 
"In the winter?"
 
"In all of it. In the lake, in the sauna, in the, in the sound of your father's truck." He leaned on the doorframe, wrapped in a towel with his hair on end and snow still melting on his shoulders. "I think I could be a person who lives in a place. I never was. I lived in places for hockey. In rooms. But here it is like, there is a, how do you say, there is a floor."
 
"There's a floor," Shane agreed.
 
"I do not know what to call it. This feeling."
 
"I think it's just called home," Shane said, and Ilya turned and looked at him, with the lantern gold on one side of his face and the starlight on the other, and for several seconds said nothing. Then he took Shane's hand, and held it, and the two of them stood in the open doorway of a cedar hut at the edge of a frozen lake, wrapped in towels, in the clean enormous cold, and watched the stars.
 
They left on the twenty-seventh, in a thin gray dawn, after a breakfast of pancakes and ham and the last of Yuna's cinnamon buns eaten standing up on the porch. The lake had frozen overnight to a skin of perfect black glass with the first light lying along it. David loaded the car, which took twenty minutes and involved four separate containers of leftovers, a bag of frozen cranberries, and a jar of something Aunt Lorraine had sent along with the instruction that it was for the cold in Boston. Milo had made Ilya a drawing, a long crayon picture of a man in a firefighter's helmet carrying a giraffe, and Ilya held it flat against his chest in both hands as though it might blow away. Danielle hugged Shane and said into his collar, "You're going to do it. Both of you. I can tell." Uncle Pete shook Ilya's hand and said the Bears' power play was a disgrace, and Ilya, to Shane's astonishment, agreed with him at length.
 
Yuna took Ilya aside at the end of the porch, by the old bench, while Shane was strapping the plant into the back seat. He watched them through the car window. She was a small figure in her good coat and the new red scarf, with her hair blowing, and Ilya stood a head and a half taller, stooping slightly, listening with his hands in his pockets. She said something. He said something back. She reached into the pocket of her coat, took out a small flat object, and put it in his palm, and closed his fingers around it with both her hands. Ilya looked down at what he was holding for a long time. Then he bent and put his arms around her, and held on, with his chin on top of her head, and Shane turned away to give them the privacy of his back.
 
He did not ask about it until they were an hour down the highway, with the cottage a long way behind them and the snow starting again in the dark pines. Ilya was driving. He had insisted, on the grounds that Shane had driven the entire way up and he was a grown man and a champion, and he drove with the seat pushed fully back and both hands on the wheel, his eyes on the road, doing sixty-three in a sixty-five zone with a rigid care that Shane found unbearably touching. The little plant sat on the back seat in its clay pot with the seat belt over its middle. Milo's drawing was taped to the dashboard.
 
"What did my mother give you?" Shane said.
 
Ilya did not answer for a while. A truck passed them in a spray of slush. When he spoke, his voice was quiet and slightly rough, and he took one hand off the wheel and fished in his coat pocket and held something out, palm up, without looking. Shane took it. It was a key. It was an ordinary brass key on a loop of faded green string, worn smooth on the edges, with a small piece of masking tape stuck to the bow and a single word on the tape in Yuna's firm blue handwriting. Lake.
 
"She said it is the spare," Ilya said. "From the hook in the kitchen. She said that there are only three, and your father has one and she has one and Danielle has one, and she said this one has been on the hook for nine years and nobody has ever touched it. She said she was tired of it hanging there, waiting for somebody to need it." His voice caught. "She said, It's yours. Whenever. You do not need to ask. You can bring the, the pot, you can bring Sveta, you can bring nobody, you can come in the summer or the winter and sit on the porch and I will not know. She said that was how it was supposed to be."
 
"She said that to you."
 
"She said it to me. I did not know what to say. I said thank you. I said it four times. I think I said it in Russian, once." He made a small helpless noise. "She said, You don't have to say anything, dear. You just have to come. And she kissed me. On the face. Here." He touched his cheek. "I have been kissed by your mother. I do not think I am the same."
 
Shane turned the key over in his hand. The loop of green string was soft with age. He ran his thumb over the single word and the tiny crinkle of tape, and held it, and thought of a house in the hills, in another life, on a pond with a clean sheet of ice. That house had been in a different place, with a different porch and a different man on it. It had never had a key with a word on it. It had never had this key. And Shane found, looking at the small brass thing in his palm, that he was not thinking about the other house at all, not for the first time in nine months. He was thinking about this one. He was thinking that on the last night of July, perhaps, or the first of August, a person could come down the gravel road in the long gold light and unlock a door and find the stove cold and the porch swept and the lake lying wide and flat and blue, with no one there to meet him but the loons.
 
He put the key back in Ilya's palm and closed his fingers over it. "Keep it on your ring," he said. "Next to the other ones."
 
"I have four keys now."
 
"You have four keys."
 
"I am a man of property," Ilya said, with deep and trembling joy, and drove on into the snow at sixty-three miles an hour, with a small plant and a crayon drawing and the key to a lake, and did not stop smiling for a hundred and forty miles.
 






      

  












      Chapter 21: Chapter 21: The Irina Foundation
  








  Svetlana's plan had colored tabs. There were six of them, laid out in a fan across the kitchen table in the brownstone on the second Sunday of February, and each one had been labeled in her square upright capitals with a strip of masking tape: LEGAL, PROPERTY, PEOPLE, MONEY, PRESS, and a sixth one at the end, in red, that said ILYA. Shane had asked what was behind the red tab. Svetlana had said that it was a list of the things Ilya was not allowed to do without asking her first, and Ilya, who had been sitting across from them with his chin on his fist and a cup of coffee going cold at his elbow, had said that it was a very long list and he had only read the first page, and that the first page was an insult.
The Tallinn trip at the end of January had gone as well as anyone could have asked, and Grigori had held the puck for forty minutes. The Voyageurs had come into Boston on the Thursday and played on the Friday and lost in a shootout, and then the schedule, which Shane had come to regard as a living creature with a sense of humor, had given them Monday and Tuesday off before the next road trip. Hayden had said that spending the break in the brownstone was cheating. Shane had said it was recovery. Hayden had said that Shane's recovery involved a great deal of cooking and a man who walked around the house in a towel, and that Jackie had a theory about it, and that he was not going to share the theory because it would make Shane's ears go red. They had gone red anyway. It was a fact of his life that the people who loved him could find his ears from across a room.
"Okay," she said now, and squared the stack. "I will go in order. You will not interrupt me, Ilya. If you interrupt me I will take away your coffee."
"It is cold already."
"Then I will take away your cold coffee. Legal." She flipped it open. "The foundation exists. It has existed since Tuesday. Frances at the firm filed the paperwork with the state, and it is called the Irina Rozanova Foundation, and it is a charity, and it has a bank account with a very small amount of money in it, which is the amount that Ilya put in on Tuesday so that the bank would stop asking questions. The house will be the first thing it does. It will be called the Irina Rozanova House, as you wrote, and it will be a program of the foundation. This is a good structure. It means that when you build the second house, in Montreal or in Moscow or in a very strange place like Winnipeg, you do not have to start again."
"Moscow," Ilya said, with real doubt.
"I said Moscow because I want you to know that I know you have thought of it." She did not look up. "I do not think it will be allowed. But a woman can write down a thing."
Shane had stopped taking notes at the second tab. He sat with his hands around a mug of tea, a good one, in a brown ceramic cup that Ilya had bought in January and had never once been seen to drink from, and watched Svetlana turn the pages of her folder with the easy confidence of a person who had been waiting for years to be handed a task this size. She was in a gray sweater with the sleeves pushed up. There was a pencil behind her ear. She had a boyfriend who was a dentist, and a job at a firm that did something with logistics, and a one-bedroom in Brookline with a plant she had never managed to kill. And she had done all of this, he understood, on top of all of that. She had spent six weeks of evenings on it. She had talked to three lawyers, two accountants, a zoning officer, and a woman at the city who ran a program for community kitchens. She had read every page in the notebook and understood what it was for.
"People," she said. "This is the part you will like, Shane, because it is the part with a doctor in it. We need four paid staff to open. A director, who is a person with a clinical license and a good heart. A cook. A night worker, because the house will be open until late, and sometimes a person will come in at one o'clock in the morning and need a person. And a person to run the door."
"Run the door?" Shane said.
"Somebody who sits at the front. Who says hello. Who does not ask what is wrong." Svetlana glanced at Ilya, and her face tightened and was put away. "It was in his notes. Page forty-one. He wrote, nobody should have to explain themselves at the door. He underlined it three times. I thought, this is the whole house. Everything else is a floor plan."
Ilya had gone quiet. He had put his chin down on his fist and was looking at the table. He said, without lifting his head, in a gruff voice, "I did not know I was writing it. I was only thinking about a thing that happened. When I was twelve. I went to the, how do you say, the polyclinic, with my mother, in the winter. And there was a woman at the desk. She looked at my mother, and she looked at me, and she said, nothing. She did not say, what is the matter. She did not say, you must be strong. She gave me a, a sweet. A hard candy, in the paper. And she said, sit here, it is warm." He opened and closed his hand. "I have thought of that woman many times. I do not know her name. She gave a sweet to a boy in a waiting room and I have been thinking of it for nine years."
"Then we are going to hire her," Svetlana said, briskly, and wrote something on a sticky note and stuck it to the tab.
"Property," Svetlana said, and shut the folder. "I will do this one standing up. I have found a house."
"I told you," Ilya began.
"You told me not to buy the first house I see. I have seen eleven. This is the twelfth. And I think you should go and look at it today, with Shane, because the woman who owns it is old and she does not trust the telephone, and she has said that she will talk to the man whose mother it is for, and to nobody else. I told her you would be at the door at two o'clock. She said, Good. She said to bring something to eat."
They brought a loaf of black bread and a tin of shortbread that Yuna had sent in the mail, and they took the Green Line out to the end and a bus from there, because Ilya said that a man who wanted to put a house in a neighborhood should first know how a person got to it. Dorchester in February was a long low gray stretch of triple-deckers with the paint peeling in curls and holiday lights somebody had forgotten to take down. At the corner of Pleasant Street a red door stood propped open on a bakery, with a line out of it onto the sidewalk and a smell of cardamom coming down the block. It was a plain street. Nobody on it had ever heard of him, or if they had, they had not cared, and he found himself liking it very much.
The house stood at the end of a short street of brick rowhouses, three stories high with a stoop of six worn granite steps, a bay window on the second floor, and a front door painted a faded dark green that had been touched up many times in slightly different shades. Over the door was a fanlight with a crack in the glass. A pair of window boxes held the dried remains of last summer's geraniums. Svetlana had arrived ahead of them and was standing on the sidewalk in her leather jacket with her arms crossed, looking up at the building with the expression she wore, Shane was beginning to understand, when she was trying not to hope. "It has a good roof," she said, without turning. "I had a man look. The pipes are old but they are copper. The kitchen is the problem. It is a very bad kitchen."
"Then I will build a good one."
"Yes, you will. After you do not buy the house."
"I will not buy it," Ilya said. "I will look at it. I will say, it is very nice, and I will think about it. I have read the list. Sveta has put it on my refrigerator."
The woman who opened the door was seventy-eight years old, tiny, upright, and fierce, with white hair in a net and a cardigan the color of mustard, and she looked at Ilya for a full ten seconds from the doorway with her head tilted back before she said, in a voice with a rough Atlantic island lilt in it, "You are very tall. They did not say you were this tall." She was Mrs. Teixeira, and she had lived in the house for fifty-one years. Her husband had died in the spring, and her daughters lived in California and Providence and wanted her to sell it to a developer and come and live with one of them in a nice apartment with a view of a parking lot. She had said no. She had said she would rather give the house away than see it cut into condos with a name like The Residences at Pleasant. She said all this on the stoop, in a flat cheerful voice, and then she held out a hand like a tiny dry bird, and Ilya shook it with care.
"I'm Ilya Rozanov," he said. "This is Shane Hollander, and Svetlana you have met. I have brought bread."
"Bread," Mrs. Teixeira said, and took the loaf and sniffed it. "Is it the black kind? My husband liked the black kind. A Russian man at the docks used to give it to him. Come in, come in, you are letting the heat out. Wipe your feet. Don't mind the stairs."
The front hall was narrow, with a black and white tile floor chipped at the edges and a coat rack made of antlers and a staircase of dark polished wood that went up into shadow. It smelled of floor wax and onions and old books. Mrs. Teixeira bustled ahead of them, talking, pointing out the places where the plaster had been patched and the radiator that banged, and she led them through a pair of heavy sliding wooden doors on the left, and Shane, who was last in the line and was looking at his own boots, did not see the room until he was in it.
It ran the full depth of the house, from the bay window at the street to a pair of glass doors at the back that gave on a small walled garden, and the ceiling was high and bordered with plaster molding in the shape of leaves. The floor was wide pine boards, scuffed to a soft honey color. There was a fireplace in the middle of the left wall with a carved oak mantel and a mirror above it, and a pair of shabby armchairs facing one another across a worn rug. And down the center of the room, running most of its whole length, set on trestles of thick dark wood under the pale gray light from the garden, stood a table. It was the longest table he had ever seen in a private house. It was plain, scrubbed, scarred, and big enough for twelve, with a bench down one side and a mismatched row of chairs down the other, and a bowl of oranges in the middle.
"My husband built it," Mrs. Teixeira was saying. She was somewhere very far off. "Out of a barn door, in 1974. When the girls were small we had the whole parish to Sunday dinner, eighteen, twenty at a time, and half of them did not even go to our church. He said, a table is a thing you can leave a door open for. It is the only furniture that works as a promise. The girls hated it. They said, Papa, nobody has a table this size. He said that was the point of it." She laughed, a thin dry cackle. "I have been eating my dinner at one end of it for eight months. It is a ridiculous way to live."
Shane had put out a hand. He did not know when. It had found the carved edge of the sliding door and closed on it, and the wood was cool and solid under his palm. The room was not the room. The room was in Toronto, in a row of narrow houses on a street he could have drawn from memory, and the table had been newer and paler and had a different kind of chair, and it had been full of strangers, a dozen of them, boys of nineteen with sleeves pulled down over their hands and a woman in a hospital lanyard with her shoes off and an old man eating soup in silence with his hat on. The front door in that house had stayed unlocked from nine in the morning until nine at night. A man in a gray sweater had stood at the head of the table with a ladle in his hand, laughing, with silver at his temples, and when he had looked up and seen Shane in the doorway his whole face had opened, in the same glad unthinking way it opened every time. That was the dream. He had been there. He had stood in that door a hundred times. He knew the sound the floor made, the smell of the soup, the angle of the light, and he stood with his hand on the wood of a stranger's sliding door in Boston and could not breathe.
"Shane?"
It was Ilya's voice, from a very long way off. He did not answer. He felt a hand on his elbow, and heard Svetlana say something sharp and quiet in Russian, and Mrs. Teixeira stopped talking in the middle of a sentence about the garden. "Shane, hey. Look at me." Ilya had come around in front of him. His face was close. It was anxious and sharp and young, with the dark brows drawn together, and Shane saw himself reflected twice in the blue eyes, a pale man in a coat with his mouth open. "You are white. You are white like paper. Sit. Sit down."
"I'm okay."
"You are not okay. You are lying. We have a rule."
"I know." It was the only sentence he could find. "I know. I'm sorry. I need some air."
"Okay." Ilya did not let go of his arm. He turned his head and said over his shoulder, in his steadiest voice, "Mrs. Teixeira, I am so sorry. He had a bad flight. Sveta will, you can, would you show her the garden, please, she is very interested in the, in the garden." And he walked Shane back through the hall, past the antlers and the black and white tile, with a hand under his elbow as if he were an invalid, and opened the green front door and took him out onto the stoop into the thin raw wind, and shut the door behind them.
The stoop was swept and the granite was damp, and Ilya sat Shane down on the third step from the top with his back against the iron railing and himself on the step below, turned half around, with one knee drawn up and an arm resting on it. The wind came down the street from the harbor and smelled of salt and diesel and snow that had not fallen yet. A teenager went by on a skateboard with a bakery bag in his teeth and did not look at them. Ilya waited. He did not ask anything. He sat with his hands loose in front of him, his big shoulders hunched against the cold, and let the silence stand there between them until Shane was ready to step into it, which took a minute, and then two, and then longer than that.
"I need to tell you now," Shane said.
"You do not have to."
"I know I don't. That's why I'm going to." He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes and took them away. Across the street a woman in a headscarf was struggling with a stroller on a flight of steps, and a man in a Bears hat leaned out of a second-floor window and shouted down that he was coming, and went in. It was an ordinary Sunday. He had imagined this moment many times, in many forms, in kitchens and cars and a hundred nights lying awake, and in none of them had it happened on a stoop in Dorchester with the smell of cardamom coming up the street. "I've been trying to find the right time for most of a year. I've worked out the words in my head so often that they've gone flat. I had a version where I said it in the cottage. I had one for the sauna. And then I walked into a room with a long table and it just, it was all there, and I thought, if I don't say it right now I never will. So I'm going to say it badly. Sveta said that was allowed."
"Sveta is a wise woman and a liar."
"She said, say it badly. A thing said badly can be fixed." He took a breath. "When I was hit. Late in February, in Montreal. I was in a coma. Do you know how long?"
"I know. You told me. A day."
"A day. Twenty-six hours, they said. And in those twenty-six hours I dreamed a life." He said it very quickly. "Not a dream like a dream. It was eleven years. I lived it, all of it, day by day, I was in it. I woke up and I remember it as I remember last Tuesday. And you were in it, Ilya. You were most of it. We were, in the dream, we were together. For eleven years."
Ilya did not move. His hand on his knee was perfectly still. He was looking at Shane's face, steadily, with the whole of his attention, as he looked at a goalie during a shootout, and nothing in his own face changed. A pigeon landed on the iron railing and walked along it sideways and flew off. Shane heard himself keep going, the words coming out in a flat steady stream. "It started in hotels. We met in hotels for years, for seven years, in secret, because we couldn't be seen. We hid it from everyone. In the dream I was twenty-seven and I'd been in love with you for so long I couldn't remember not. I knew your laugh, I knew the sound you made in your sleep. I knew how you took your coffee and that you hated tea and that you'd cry at a dog food commercial. I knew your mother's song. I knew what you looked like when you were old."
"When I was old." Ilya's voice was very quiet.
"Thirty-three. You had silver in your hair. Right here." He touched his own temple. "We got married. Not at first. In the dream we were in the closet for years, and then there was a thing, a crash, a plane you were meant to be on and weren't, and after that we couldn't do it any more. We came out. And then I was twenty-nine and we stood in front of a judge and said vows. And there was a wedding after, in a backyard, with white lanterns in the trees, and Sveta gave a toast. She said she'd known you twelve years and you were the stupidest man she'd ever slept with and the best man she'd ever met. She said if I ever made you cry for a bad reason she would end me with a spoon."
There was a very small sound from Ilya's throat. It might have been a laugh, strangled before it got out. His eyes had gone bright and flat. "That is what she would say," he said. "That is exactly what she would say, with the spoon."
"I know. That's the, that's what I can't, I walked into your kitchen last spring and she was there and I'd known her for twelve years. I knew where she'd put her feet on the chair. And she'd never seen me. I'd stand there smiling at her like an idiot and she'd look at me like I was a stranger, which I was. Do you understand? Everyone I love in that life was in a room and I had to knock on the door. I had to introduce myself to your mother's song." He heard his voice crack and let it. "And there were two children."
"Children," said Ilya.
"A girl and a boy. Katya, who was four, and Nico, who was three. She had your eyes. She wouldn't go to sleep without the hall light on, and the door open, and you singing the song. Your mother's. Just the first line, over and over. You told me the story of it in the kitchen in the fourth year, with her asleep upstairs, and I never forgot a word. That's how I knew it. That's why I said it that night, in Boston, in the kitchen, with the pan. I didn't hear it from anyone. I heard it from you. You told it to me in another life." He drew a long breath. It shook coming out. "And your father died, when you were twenty-three. In March. You were in Dallas. And we ran a house, a first house, in a row of narrow houses with a long table, and you stood at the head of it and said nobody should have to explain themselves at the door. That's what the room was. That's all of it. It's the whole thing I couldn't say. I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I should have told you the day we got together, but I thought you'd think I was insane, or that you'd hear it and understand that I'd come to you already holding a whole life. And that I wasn't, I didn't, I never, it wasn't a script. I never meant to treat you like the part of a play."
The last word hung there. Shane looked at his hands, and then because he could not stand it any longer he looked up.
Ilya was crying. He had not made a sound. The tears were running down both his cheeks, fast and silent, and dripping off his jaw into the collar of his coat, and his face was entirely composed. He was not looking at Shane. He was looking out across the street at the red door of the bakery, at the line of people on the pavement with their paper bags, and his mouth was moving very slightly as though he were saying something to himself in Russian. After a long minute he lifted one hand and wiped his face with the back of his glove, once, left to right. Then he turned and looked at Shane, and said in an extremely level voice, "I would like to ask some questions. Is it okay? They will not be kind ones."
"Ask anything."
"Is this a joke?"
"No."
"Did someone tell you to say it? Is this a, a thing from the television, a charity?" His voice rose a little and he caught it. "I do not think so. I only have to ask. I have to ask because I am a person who was hit with a belt, and every time somebody says something that is too good, I think, where is the belt?"
"There's no belt," Shane said. "There's nobody. I swear on my father's life. It's a thing that happened inside my head, and I can't prove it to you, except for the song. And I know the song isn't proof. You could say I heard it somewhere and I'd have no way to show you I didn't."
"It is proof." Ilya wiped his face again. "It is proof for me. I thought about it for two months, after the kitchen. I thought, how does he know? I was sure that you had hired a man. I had a long list of things. I thought maybe you were a ghost. I thought, this is a man who died in the hospital and the thing that came out is someone else." He gave a wet laugh. "I even looked in a book, a book about this, at the library. Four books. There is a word for people who remember things that did not happen. There are very sad words for it. I did not want it to be that word."
"It's not that word. I don't think. I've been seeing someone. A therapist. Since January. She says it's a kind of, it's called a vivid hypnagogic state, or it's a thing that happens with brain injuries, a kind of confabulation, but it doesn't matter what it's called. I know it isn't real. I know which is which. I just can't make it feel any less like a memory."
"Okay." Ilya took in a long breath through his nose. "Next question. And this one is harder." His hands had closed into fists on his knee. "Everything I said to you. In the car in Tallinn. In the bed. When I cried about my father in the hotel, and you were so kind, and I thought, he understands. You did not understand. You already knew it. Was it like this? Did I say my words and you were standing there remembering me say them to another man who looked like me?"
"No."
"Shane."
"No. It wasn't like that. I swear. Not once." He put out a hand, and then stopped. "I need you to hear this. It's the most important thing I can tell you. Hardly anything you've said to me has been the same. In the dream you never cried about your father in Tallinn. In the dream he was already dead. You never took me to the care home. You never held out a plant. You didn't have a stepmother who knew how to make a soup, in the dream, you'd never mentioned her. The man in Tallinn who knelt on the floor and told his father he was a plumber, I'd never seen him. I'd never met him in my life. I stood in that corridor and I thought, I didn't know this. I didn't know you could be like this. I wasn't remembering. I was seeing it for the first time."
"Even the, the bank, the pen."
"I didn't know about the pen."
"The lemon?"
"Sveta told me the lemon at dinner. I'd never heard it. I laughed so hard I had to put my fork down." He found that he was half laughing now, and crying too, in the cold. "The tea. I got the tea wrong. I thought you drank it, the first day in the kitchen, in the brownstone. I made that face. You said, why do you make that face like I kicked a dog. I'd handed you a mug I thought you'd given me, in the dream, and you just, you spat it out like a kid. It was the best moment I'd had in months. I wasn't disappointed. I was thrilled. I thought, here's something he is that nobody told me. I get to find it out."
Ilya was staring at him. The anger, if it had been anger, was draining out of his shoulders in a long slow slide. "I hate tea," he said, wonderingly.
"You hate tea."
"In the dream I drink it."
"You drink it every morning at a window. In a blue mug I gave you. I had a mug like that in the kitchen in January, and I came close to putting it in the cupboard and never took it out. Turned out it was just a mug."
"Is a good mug," Ilya said, thickly. "I like it. It is the one I keep my pens in." He covered his mouth with his hand. For a time they sat there in the wind, in a silence so complete that Shane could hear the clatter of a pot lid in Mrs. Teixeira's kitchen through the wall, and the small faraway voice of Svetlana talking about drainage. When Ilya spoke again, his voice was muffled and very small. "I am frightened."
"Of what?"
"That I am not him." He took his hand away. His face was open and raw, wet to the chin, and he did not seem to care. "Eleven years. A boy and a girl. A man who could stand in a house and say nobody has to explain. I am twenty-one, Shane. I am a stupid boy with a bad temper who once cried in front of a bank. I was in love with you long before I said so. I do not know how to be the man in your head. I think I will be a very bad copy. I think someday you will look at me across the table and you will see the one with the silver, and I will not be him, and you will be sad for the rest of your life."
"Hey. Hey, look at me." Shane slid down to the step beside him. He took both of Ilya's hands in his own, pulling the gloves off with his teeth, and held the bare cold fingers in his lap. "I don't want a copy. I'm not looking for him. Do you want to know how I know?"
"How?"
"Because he had a scar under his left eye that you don't have. He was tired. He'd been hiding for seven years and he was exhausted and he never once got to fall in the snow in my father's driveway and shout. You fell off a bench at my parents' house in front of nine people and said you were testing the surface." Shane's voice cracked and mended. "That's not a worse version. It's a different person. I love him as I love someone I lost. I love you as I love a person who's in front of me. Those are two separate things and I can feel the difference in my body, I swear to God, I know which one I'm holding. It's you. It's been you since the day you looked at a dish towel and said, I will smell it and be happy that you are happy."
"I said that about the tea."
"You said that about the tea."
"It was a good line," said Ilya.
"It was the best line anyone's ever said to me."
Ilya made a noise that was a laugh and a sob together, and then he leaned forward, all at once, and put his head down against Shane's shoulder, heavy and trembling, with his arms wrapped around Shane's waist and his wet face pushed into the collar of his coat. Shane held him. He did it with both arms, with his chin on the top of the black head, and he felt the whole body shake and then slowly settle against him like a very large animal lying down. Across the street the man in the Bears hat had come out onto the pavement and was looking at them with his mouth open. Shane gave him a small nod. After a second the man nodded back, and put a hand over his heart, and went inside.
"The children," Ilya said, into his coat.
"Yeah."
"Say the names again."
"Katya. And Nico."
"Katya." He tried it, carefully, as if it were a thing that might break. "That is for Ekaterina. That is a very Russian name. I would have chosen it. I would have fought you for it." He drew back, a little, and looked up. His eyes were swollen and red-rimmed and tender. "Tell me about her. Not now. When you can. I want to know what she looked like. I want to know what she was afraid of. I want to, I do not know how to say this, I want to be, in my way, a man who knew her."
"You did know her."
"The other one did. Fine. I want to know the same, in my way. I want you to tell me all of it, a little each day. You do not have to hold it alone. Sveta sent me your message, the one about the key, and I thought it was very strange, and then I understood that you were a man sitting on a floor in the dark with a very large thing and nobody to give half of it to." His mouth trembled. "I do not think that I should say I am sorry, because it was not my fault. But I am sorry that you carried it in that room."
"I'm not alone now," Shane said.
"No." Ilya sat up. He took Shane's face in both hands, the cold wet palms against his cheeks, and looked at him with a ferocious steadiness. "No. You are not. I want to say something and I want you to listen. I do not know if I believe in a dream that is a life. I am a hockey player. I believe in a puck. But I believe you. I believe that it happened to you, in your head, whatever it was, and that you grieve it, and that it was real enough to make you cry on a floor. I believe in the song. That is enough for me." He leaned his forehead against Shane's. "I am not going to be him. I will not try. I will be me, I will be the stupid one with the bad temper, and each day you will meet me for the first time. And if you want to tell me what the other one did, I will listen. And if there is a thing that he did that was good, I will steal it. And if there is a thing that he did that was bad, I will not do it. We will make a, a very strange recipe."
"A recipe," Shane said, laughing, tears running down into his mouth.
"With the correct parts. Okay?"
"Okay."
"Okay." Ilya kissed him. It was salty and cold and tender, a long pressure of the mouth on a public stoop on a Sunday afternoon with the wind in their hair, and when it was over he kept his hands where they were and said, in a very small voice, "One more question. A little one. Did I win the Cup?"
Shane stared at him. "What?"
"In the dream. With the, the Bears. Did I win it?"
"In the second year," Shane said. "You scored the winner in game seven. You skated around with it. You took it to Tallinn."
"I did win it." Ilya sat back, with an expression of vast and glorious satisfaction. "Then the dream was right about something. That is good. I am glad it was a trustworthy dream. And I did not fall in love with a, with an unreliable man."
"I should tell you," Shane said, gravely, "that in the dream you lost to Montreal in the third year, and I scored on you, and you didn't speak to me for two days."
"This I would not do."
"You did."
"I would do it now," Ilya said, "and I will remember that you told me," and Shane laughed so hard that he had to put his head down on his knees.
There was another thing, and he knew he had to say it before the courage drained out of him. When the laughter had ebbed he sat up and wiped his eyes and said, "There's one more. It's about the plane."
"The plane."
"In the dream. The crash. A plane you were supposed to be on. You missed the flight, because of me, I'd called you in the hotel and asked you to stay. And it went down in a field somewhere. A charter. I got the call and I thought you were dead. For about two hours." His hands were shaking. "It doesn't mean anything. I know it doesn't. It's a dream. I'm not saying that there's going to be a crash, I'm saying that sometimes at night I think, what if it's true, and then I can't sleep. I wanted you to know, so that I don't have to be the kind of person who keeps a thing like that behind his teeth. If you're ever on a plane and I'm acting strange, that's what it is."
Ilya was quiet. He looked at Shane for a long time. Then he reached into the pocket of his coat, brought out his phone, and held it up between them, and said, in a perfectly serious voice, "I will text you. Before every flight. And after. I will say, I am on the plane. I am off the plane. It is a small cost." He put the phone away. "And I will drive everywhere else."
"You drive like a madman."
"Then I will drive like a very careful madman. For you." He rose to his feet, and stretched, and held down a hand. "Come. Mrs. Teixeira has made us wait twenty minutes with bad bread and worse excuses. And I would like to look at that table properly. I think I would like to look at it for a long time."
"I thought you'd hate it."
"Why?"
"Because I know the room. I've been in it. I stood in that door a hundred times, in the other house. In the dream, it's the same table. The long one with the chairs that don't match. And I thought, if you walk in there and he's, if you see it and it's my dream, then it isn't yours, then I've taken it from you."
"Hm," Ilya said. He pulled Shane to his feet, with one hard jerk, and brought him close, and kept hold of the front of his coat in both fists. "Listen. It is a table. A man made it from a door for a parish. It is in a house that Sveta found on her own with a flashlight on the twelfth try. You did not put it there. You only knew what it was for." He shook him, gently. "I do not care if you saw it in a coma or a dream or the, the cloud. It is a very good table. And there is a thing I will do, and it is mine. Nine to nine."
"What?"
"The door. Nine to nine, you said, in the dream. Unlocked. It is a good rule. It is a better one than I had. I steal it." The corners of his eyes crinkled. "I will write it on page forty-one, under the line about the door. Come. I want to sit at it."
He pushed open the green door.
Mrs. Teixeira had given up on the garden and was sitting at the head of her husband's table with a cup of coffee, her hands folded, looking at the front door of her own front room with an expression of enormous patient disapproval, and Svetlana sat at the far end with her notebook open and her pencil down, wearing the bland expression of a woman who has been told a great deal about drainage and has no regrets. They both looked up as the two men came in. Mrs. Teixeira examined them. She took in the red eyes, the wet collars, the rumpled hair, the fact that Ilya had one of Shane's gloves in his fist and appeared not to know it, and her face did something extremely complicated and settled on severe approval.
"Well," she said. "You've been crying. Good. Nobody who buys a house like this without crying is the right buyer. Sit. There's coffee in the pot and it's strong, and the bread is very bad, and I've cut it anyway."
They sat. Ilya took the bench on the left side of the table and Shane sat beside him, with their knees touching under the scarred wood, and Svetlana, without looking up, slid a clean paper napkin down the length of the table to the two of them with one finger, as one passes a note in church. Mrs. Teixeira told them about the house. She told them about the winter of 1978, when the pipes froze and her husband had lain on this floor with a blowtorch for six hours while the girls held a flashlight. She told them about the Sunday dinners and the funerals and the baptisms and the year the parish priest, a very large man with a very small bladder, had stood in that doorway and made a speech about the fall of Saigon. She told them about the fifty-one years of her marriage, and how her husband had built this table out of a barn door and said it was the only piece of furniture that worked as a promise. She said it again, in the same words, in the same voice. Ilya listened with his whole body bent toward her like a man at a campfire.
"I will tell you my problem," Mrs. Teixeira said finally. "My daughters think that I'm a foolish old woman. They think I want to give it away because I'm sentimental. And I do. I want it to go to a person who will put the table to use. I do not want money. I mean I do want money, I'm not a fool, I have a pension and a hip. But I'll take less. I'll take a good deal less, if the man promises me the table stays and the door stays open."
"Mrs. Teixeira," Svetlana began.
"I'm talking to him, dear." She did not take her eyes off Ilya. "Your friend says you want to start a house for children who are unhappy. Is it true?"
"Not only children." Ilya's voice was steady. He had a half slice of bad bread in his hand and had been holding it for a long time, forgetting it. "For anyone. For a boy of nineteen who plays hockey and cannot sleep. For a woman who has just come from the hospital and does not want to go home. For a man who is old and has no one to eat with. We have a doctor, we will have a cook. But the first thing, the main thing, is the door. That is how it starts. A person comes in. We do not ask. We say, sit, there is soup." He glanced down at his hands. "It is for my mother. She was a very kind woman, and she was sick for a long time, and nobody gave her a place to sit. I do not want to, I would like another person to have it."
"Hm," said Mrs. Teixeira.
She was silent for some time. Then she got up, with a small grunt, and went to the sideboard against the wall under the bay window, and came back with a manila envelope, which she laid on the table in front of Ilya and pushed an inch toward him with her fingertips. "That's the deed," she said. "And that's the number. It's the number I paid in nineteen seventy-five, with the interest on it, which is a very fair number, and about a third of what a man from a development company offered me in August. It includes the dishes." She sat down again. "I want you to think about it. Don't tell me today. A young man who buys a house the same day he sees it is a young man who will sell it in a year. Go home. Eat something. Come back on Friday."
Ilya stared at the envelope. His lips parted. He was a man who had spent a month being warned, in colored tabs, about exactly this moment, and Shane saw him glance sideways at Svetlana, and saw Svetlana give one tiny, tight, glittering nod, the nod of a woman who had read the list and decided that this was the exception. "Mrs. Teixeira," he said. "I will think about it. I promise. I will think about it very hard. And I will come on Friday." He put his hand flat on the envelope and left it there. "Thank you. For the table."
"Don't thank me, thank the barn." She picked up her coffee. "And if you've got to marry that boy, do it here. I've buried a husband from this room and I can tell you it's good for weddings too. Nobody ever feels sorry for a thing that's been done in front of a fireplace."
Ilya choked. Svetlana put both hands over her face. Shane, who had been about to drink some of Mrs. Teixeira's strong coffee, set the cup down and found that he was smiling so hard it hurt. "We're not," he began, and stopped, because the word was in his mouth and had no business there yet. "We haven't. I mean, one day."
"One day," said Mrs. Teixeira, with great satisfaction, "is what they all say."
* * *
Dinner was an omelette and the black bread. Neither of them was hungry. Ilya broke eggs with the abstracted care of a man defusing a mine, and Shane sat on the counter with a dish towel across his knee and watched him, and every so often Ilya would look up from the pan with an expression of glazed astonishment, as though he had just remembered that something extraordinary had happened to him that afternoon and had not yet decided what to do about it. He burned the first omelette and said a word in Russian. He made another. They ate at the island, side by side on the stools with their shoulders touching, and Ilya said at last, with his mouth full, that the orange in the middle of the table had been a very good sign, and Shane said that there were eleven of them, and Ilya said that he had counted.
They went upstairs at ten. It was not a thing either of them had planned. There was only a long silent walk through the dark house, with the radiators knocking and the floorboards speaking underfoot, and a sense on both sides of two people carrying something very full across a room and trying not to spill it. In the bedroom Ilya turned on the lamp, a low yellow one on the nightstand, and sat down on the edge of the mattress and held out both hands. Shane took them. Ilya pulled him in between his knees and looked up at him, and without a word reached up and began to undo his shirt, one button at a time, with the same careful clumsy attention he had given the omelette.
"I want to ask," Ilya said. His voice was low. "And you can say no. Is it a, is it a bad thing, if I say, which parts are the same?"
"Which parts?"
"Of me. Of my body. In the dream. I would like to know. I know it is a strange question. I think I would like to know what was true." He parted the shirt and laid his palm flat against Shane's chest, over the heart. "I will ask, is there a freckle, and you will say yes or no. And then I will know the, the map."
It was the oddest thing anyone had ever asked him. Shane stood with his hands on Ilya's shoulders and the cool air on his bare skin, and his stomach turned over with a weak flutter of terror. Then he looked at the face tilted up to him, nervous, earnest, wet-lashed, absolutely serious, and the terror ran out of him like water. "Okay," he said. "Ask."
"Here." Ilya touched the hollow of his own throat.
"Same. Nothing. Just skin."
"Here." He pulled up the hem of his sweater and put his finger on a patch of ribs, left side, below the nipple.
"There's a ticklish place right there that you'd never admit to, in the dream. You said it was a, a weakness. You hid it for years." Shane reached out and set his thumb against it, lightly, and Ilya jerked and yelped and swatted at his hand, and then caught his breath and looked up with a stricken, indignant face. "It's the same."
"So it is a thing that is true."
"It's a thing that's true."
"And here." He shifted. He had taken off the sweater, and now he reached down and pushed up the leg of his jeans, and tapped a spot on the inside of his left knee, a thin white seam where a skate had caught him at sixteen. "This."
"The same," Shane said, and his voice went rough. "That's the same. It's been in the dream since the first night. I used to kiss it."
"You can kiss it."
He went down on his knees. He did it on the floor beside the bed, on the cold boards, with the old scar under his mouth, and he pressed his lips to it very gently and held them there. Ilya's hand came down into his hair and curled in it, the fingers moving slowly. "Okay," Ilya said, hoarse. "That is a true one. That is the first one that is true in both." He drew a long shuddering breath. "Let me do the rest. Let me, I think I understand now. I do not need the map. I will find it. And you tell me when it is different."
"I will."
"And when it is the same."
"I'll tell you."
They undressed each other without hurry. It was not the frenzy of Montreal or the heat of the lake. It was something much more quiet and, in its way, more nakedly difficult, two men standing in a lamplit room with every layer of cloth removed and nothing left to say, learning each other for what was, in a sense that only one of them could fully hold, the first time again. Ilya laid him down on the bed. He kissed him. He kissed him for a long time, on the mouth and then on the jaw and the throat and the shallow place at the base of the neck where Shane's pulse beat visibly, and every few seconds he lifted his head and looked at Shane's face and asked, in a murmur, "Here? Is it the same?" and Shane said yes, or no, or I don't know, or oh, and each answer seemed to please him equally. It turned out that the freckle on the collarbone was new. It turned out that a certain trick of the tongue behind the ear was not. When Ilya's mouth moved lower, over the ribs, across the flat plane of the stomach, and he took Shane in his mouth with an unselfish, searching tenderness that seemed to be asking a question of every nerve, Shane lay with his head back on the pillow and his fingers in the black hair and found that he had stopped comparing. He had stopped altogether. There was a mouth, a pair of hands, a breathing weight, and a man who was not any other man, and he heard himself saying the name aloud, over and over, in a cracked voice, with no one to correct it.
Ilya prepared him with a care that was close to unbearable. He used his fingers and his tongue and a great deal of patience, and he watched Shane's face the whole time, and when Shane pushed back against him and said, thickly, "Please, I'm ready," Ilya said, "I know," and did not hurry. He rolled over onto his back and pulled Shane up and over him, and Shane settled astride his hips, braced on both hands, and sank down very slowly onto him with a long ragged exhale. It was a stretch and a burn and a deep, thorough fullness, and Ilya's hands came up to his thighs and held on, and for a long moment neither of them moved. Ilya's eyes were open. They were dark and wet and fixed on his face. "Tell me," he said, in a whisper. "Which one is in the room?"
"You are."
"Say it plain."
"You are. Only you. Ilya Rozanov, who's twenty-one and can't handle his temper, who burned an omelette and hates tea and is a very careful madman behind the wheel." Shane's voice was shaking. He put a hand flat on the center of that broad chest and felt the heart going under it, quick and strong and entirely present. "I'm looking at you. I'm not looking at anyone else. There's no one else."
Ilya made a small broken sound. He bent his knees, and thrust up into him, once, long and deep, and Shane gasped and his head fell back. "Again," Shane said, and Ilya did it again, and again, a long rolling rhythm that rocked them both, and Shane rode it with his hands braced and his body open and his mouth falling open on sounds that came from the base of his throat. It built like weather. It built from the long low pulse of the first minute to a fast driving heat that left them slick and gasping, with the lamplight sliding over sweat-damp skin and the headboard knocking softly on the wall, and when Ilya's hand came between them and closed around him he came with a cry that tore out of his chest, in long hot pulses, over Ilya's stomach. Ilya followed a few seconds after. He came with Shane's name, and a stream of Russian, and his hands clamped bruisingly hard on Shane's hips, and then he pulled Shane down against him, still joined, and held him there with both arms wrapped around his back. They lay in a tangle with their hearts pounding together. Neither of them said anything for a long time.
"I was afraid you would not be able to," Ilya murmured, at last, against his temple. "After. When you told me. I thought, it will be, he will not be able to look at me without the other one."
"I didn't look at the other one once."
"Is true?"
"It's true. I swear." Shane lifted his head. His face was wet again, and he was smiling. "I didn't even think of him. I thought of you. I thought, he's got a freckle on his collarbone. I thought, that's new."
"It is a very good freckle," Ilya said, gravely, and kissed him.
* * *
At three in the morning Shane woke to an empty bed. He found Ilya in the kitchen, in the gray sweatpants and nothing else, standing at the island under the one lit bulb over the stove with the notebook open in front of him and a pen in his hand. The rubber band lay on the counter. He did not look up when Shane came in. He was writing, in his tiny left-leaning hand, with his lips pressed together and his brow furrowed, and when Shane came around the island and looked at the page he saw that it was blank except for a single line at the top and a number in the corner. 41. Under the line about the door, Ilya had written a new one. Open nine to nine. Nobody asks. Always oranges.
"I could not sleep," Ilya said.
"I figured."
"I was thinking about what Mrs. Teixeira said. About a promise." He set the pen down. "I think I will buy it on Friday. Sveta will be angry. She will say that I broke the list. But it is the twelfth house, and it is a good one, and I think the list is for the first house." He picked up the notebook and turned it around, so that Shane could see, and pushed it a little across the counter. "I want to ask you for a thing. I want you to write something. On this page, here, under mine. I do not know what. You decide."
Shane took the pen. He stood for a long time with it hovering over the paper, looking at the line of small crooked letters, and in the end, because it was three in the morning and there was no one but the two of them in the house, he wrote two words in his own square careful hand. He wrote them one under the other. Katya. Nico. He put the pen down. "Not for the house," he said. "I know it isn't. I just want them somewhere that isn't only in me."
Ilya read the names. He read them twice. Then, very gently, he closed the notebook over them, and laid his large hand flat on the cover, and held it there, as a man holds a hand over a flame he means to keep.
"They are in a good place," he said. "In the book. It is where I keep the thing that matters."
His phone lit up on the counter. It lit the underside of his chin, and the stubble, and a streak of drying tear on his cheek. Svetlana's name came up above a short message, and Ilya picked up the phone and read it, and began, without any change of expression, to laugh. He passed it to Shane. It said, in English, in capitals: THE OLD WOMAN HAS CALLED ME TO ASK IF YOU ARE MARRIED. I SAID SOON. I HOPE I WAS RIGHT. ALSO BRING A BETTER BREAD ON FRIDAY.
Shane read it again. He stood in the dark kitchen of the brownstone in his bare feet, with a man he loved laughing quietly beside him and a notebook full of names under a warm palm, and the thought arrived whole, without drama, plain as a stair under his foot. It was not a thing he had seen in a dream. It was not a plan that had come to him from a hospital bed. It was his own, and it was small and clear and entirely settled, and he understood that it had been settled for a good while, and that all that was left to decide was the day. His father had said that he had a habit of deciding he didn't deserve a thing and then not asking for it. He looked at Ilya's profile in the stove light, at the crooked nose and the soft jaw and the hair standing up on one side. He was going to ask.
"What?" said Ilya, looking over. "You have a face."
"Nothing," Shane said. "It's a good face."
"It is the face of a man who has a secret."
"It is," Shane said, and kissed him on the cheek, on the tear, and took the phone out of his hand, and typed under Svetlana's message with his thumb, Soon is right. Then, because there was nobody there to see it but a man who had asked for the truth, he turned the screen so that Ilya could read it too.
Ilya read it. He went quite still. He looked at the phone and then at Shane and then at the phone again, and opened his mouth, and shut it, and said in a very small voice, "Soon?"
"Eventually," Shane said. "Go to bed. You have practice at ten."
"I will not sleep."
"You will. You always do." He switched off the stove light, and in the dark Ilya laughed, once, unsteadily, and took his hand, and let himself be led up the stairs.






      

  












      Chapter 22: Chapter 22: The Twelfth Orange
  








  Dr. Bhatt's office had moved onto Shane's laptop screen at some point in January and stayed there, which meant that his therapy happened on Monday mornings at the kitchen island of the brownstone with a mug of tea going cold at his elbow and the radiator knocking in the hall. Ilya had left for the morning skate at eight, kissing the top of Shane's head on his way out the door and saying something in Russian about the dishwasher that Shane had decided to interpret as affection. The house was quiet. A pale February light came in over the sink and lay across the island, and Dr. Bhatt, a small precise woman in her fifties with reading glasses on a beaded chain, looked out of the screen at him with an expression of patient neutrality that he had learned to read as the sign that she was about to be right about something.
 
He had told her about the stoop in Dorchester the week before, in a rush, with his hands over his face, and she had listened to the whole account without interrupting and then asked him only whether he had eaten that day. He had not. This morning he had planned to open with the news that Ilya had taken it well, which was true, and that they had spent the weekend being unusually gentle with each other, which was also true, and then to move on to the part about the plane, which he still had a great deal of trouble discussing without his hands going cold. Instead he heard himself say, before she had finished asking how his week had been, that he was going to propose.
 
Dr. Bhatt did not blink. She took off her glasses, let them fall on their chain, and said, "Tell me how long you've been thinking about it."
 
"Since three in the morning on Sunday." He laughed, and it came out cracked. "That's the honest answer. Before that I'd thought about it the way you think about a thing you know is going to happen, like a birthday. It never had a date on it. And then Svetlana texted that his landlady, I mean Mrs. Teixeira, had asked if we were married, and I wrote back that soon was right, and Ilya was standing there reading it over my arm. So I've sort of already told him. I've told him in the worst way, which is that I told him I was going to tell him."
 
"And you're here to ask me whether it's a good idea."
 
"I'm here to ask whether it's mine." He pressed his thumbnail into the pad of his finger. It was a habit he had not been able to break since he was twelve. "In the dream he proposed to me. I remember it better than I remember most of last year. It was four in the morning, in a kitchen, and we'd both just come in off a flight, and he stood there in his coat with a box of cereal in his hands, an actual box of Frosted Flakes, and he said that he'd hidden the ring in the bag for six weeks and was losing his mind. I was twenty-eight. I remember the box. I remember that the ring had a little scratch on the inside because he'd dropped it in the airport and been too embarrassed to have it fixed. I said yes before he finished the sentence. I've been walking around for eleven months knowing that the best moment of my life already happened to a man who doesn't exist, and now I want to do it again with the one who does, and I can't tell if that's love or if it's, you know. Cosplay."
 
She let that sit for a few seconds, and he was grateful for it. Outside a delivery truck backed up the street with its warning beeper going. "Can I ask you something that may sound unrelated," Dr. Bhatt said. "When you imagine asking him, what do you see?"
 
He closed his eyes. It was surprisingly easy. "Not the kitchen," he said. "I see a table. A long one, in a room with a bad floor, and there's light coming in from a garden. I see him sitting at it with his elbows on the wood, and I'm standing. And he's looking at me like I'm about to tell him the score of a game he's already worked out."
 
"Is the table in the dream?"
 
"There's a table in the dream. It was in the house we ran. But it was a different table, and it was in Toronto, and I wasn't proposing to anybody at it." He opened his eyes. "The one I'm picturing belongs to a woman in Dorchester who's seventy-eight and thinks he's too tall. He doesn't even own it yet. It's the first place he's ever stood where somebody said, you can come in, and I want to be the one who says it to him there. That isn't from a coma. That's from last Sunday."
 
"Then I think you've answered your own question," she said, gently, "and I'd like you to hear yourself answer it, because you've been looking for permission to want things for a year. You are allowed to want what the dream gave you. Wanting the same thing is not the same as copying it. What might be a copy is the cereal box, if you reached for it because it was in your head and not because it was in his life, and you already seem to know that. So my only question is practical. Does he like surprises?"
 
"He hates them," Shane said. "He says that every surprise he's ever had in his life was a bill."
 
"Then you may want to make it a small one," said Dr. Bhatt, and put her glasses back on, and asked what he'd eaten for breakfast.
 
* * *
 
Svetlana lived on the third floor of a brick building in Brookline with a bay window full of plants, and she opened her door on Tuesday afternoon in a gray sweatshirt with her hair clipped up and a pencil through the clip, looked at Shane standing on her landing with his hands in his coat pockets and his ears red from the walk, and said, without any greeting, "You are going to do it."
 
"How do you know?"
 
"Because you sent me a text at six this morning that said, can we talk, privately, not about the house. Ilya never uses the word privately. I thought you were dying or you were buying a ring." She stepped aside. "Come in. I will make tea, which you like, and I will not make any for me, because I am a person with standards."
 
The apartment smelled of coffee and basil and something faintly metallic that turned out to be the radiator. She sat him at a small round table by the window with a cup of tea in front of him, and herself across with a notebook open, and she took the pencil out of her hair and held it like a scalpel. He had meant to ease into it. He had practiced a little speech on the drive in about how he valued her opinion and wanted her help with a delicate matter, and what came out instead was, "Do I need to ask someone for permission? Like in the movies. Is there somebody I'm supposed to talk to?"
 
"Ah." Svetlana put the pencil down. Her face did the thing it did, a tightening and a smoothing, as though a door had opened and been shut again in the same second. "His mother would have been the one. She is gone. His father will not know what you are asking, although his stepmother, I think, will cry on the telephone for an hour, and you may call her next week, she would like it. That leaves me." She folded her hands. "I am the only person in the world who has a vote, Shane. I was the one he called from the bathroom at the draft when he was eighteen and sick with fear. I was the one who went to his house when the Bears gave him the first contract and he sat on the stairs and said it was too big to be real. And I voted in October. I voted the day you came to my door with the key. I want you to know that. It was not a hard vote. I only waited to see if you would take a very long time about it, because I thought you were the sort."
 
"I was the sort."
 
"You were the sort for almost a year. And now you are not, and I find that I am proud of you, which is very annoying." She flicked her eyes up to the plants. "Yes. You may. I say yes. I will say it again in the toast, with the spoon. Now, the ring."
 
They spent forty minutes on the ring. She had opinions, and they were mostly about what Ilya would refuse to wear. He would not wear anything with a stone, because he had once split a glove on a diamond stud that a sponsor had given him and had been suspicious of jewelry ever since. He would not wear anything thin, because he had hands like shovels and a thin ring would look like a mistake. He did not like gold, which he said looked like a car dealership, and he did not like anything with a pattern, because patterns were for people who could not make up their minds. What was left, Svetlana said, was a plain band in something gray, platinum or titanium, wide enough to be seen from the stands, and it would need to be a very good one, because it would be on a hand that took hits for a living. She knew a man. He was in Watertown. He had made her aunt's wedding rings in 1989 and he did not take appointments or answer email.
 
"There is only one problem," she said, and tapped the notebook. "I do not know his size. And I would be a poor co-conspirator if I told you I could find out without him noticing. He does not take off anything he is wearing, except for the, how do you say, the thing from the Cup."
 
"The championship ring. It's in the safe."
 
"It is in the safe, and the safe has a number, and the number is my birthday, and I will not tell you what it is." She was smiling now, thinly. "But the ring in the safe is a size that was measured for a man who was sixteen pounds heavier in the playoffs, so it is no good. You must do it the old way. Thread. You go to the bedroom at night when he is asleep, and you take a piece of thread, and you wrap it once around the ring finger of his left hand, and you mark where the end meets. Then you lay it on a ruler. This is how my grandmother married three husbands."
 
"He'll wake up."
 
"He sleeps like a dead horse, Shane. He once slept through a car alarm in Dallas. You have lived in a bed with him for five months and you do not know this?" She shook her head sadly. "Dental floss is better than thread. Do not use the mint."
 
* * *
 
He did it at ten past three on Wednesday morning, after a home game against Philadelphia that Boston had won in overtime and Ilya had celebrated by eating most of a pizza standing up and falling into bed with his socks on. Shane lay awake for an hour listening to him breathe. The window had a streetlamp outside it, and a bar of orange light came through the blind and lay across the quilt and the long sprawled shape of the sleeping man, one arm thrown above his head and the other trailing off the edge of the mattress with the fingers loose. He had turned his face into the pillow. His mouth was slightly open. There was a crease down one cheek from the seam of the pillowcase and a drift of black hair across his forehead, and Shane, who had meant to be efficient, spent several minutes lying very still on his side looking at that crease with an expression he was glad nobody could see.
 
The floss was unflavored. He had bought it at the drugstore on Boylston at nine at night and had paid with cash, like a man buying something criminal. He slid out of bed and padded around to the other side and knelt on the carpet beside the dangling hand, and he took the left one in both of his own, carefully, as though it were a bird. It was warm and heavy and entirely slack. The knuckles were thick and scarred. There was a white seam across the back of the second one where a skate blade had caught him in juniors, and a nick along the side of the thumb that he had gotten in the kitchen last week peeling an orange with a knife he had been told twice not to use. The fingernail on the ring finger was bitten down on one side. Shane looked at it for a while, because he had known this hand in one life as a hand he had held through airports and in the back of cars and across the table at a hundred charity dinners, and had no memory at all of that nail. It had been bitten in a different way in the dream, if it had been bitten at all. He was learning an entirely new hand. It was something he found he could stand to look at and could not quite stand to think about, so he did the work instead. He wrapped the floss around the base of the finger, once, snug, and pinched the end where it met, and Ilya said, very clearly, in a thick sleeping voice, "Sveta, no," and Shane froze with his heart in his mouth.
 
Ilya turned over. He pulled the hand out of Shane's grip and tucked it under his own cheek, and the floss, still pinched between Shane's fingers, slid off the end of the finger and came away in a perfect loop. He was still asleep. He gave a long contented sigh and began, very faintly, to snore.
 
Shane stayed on his knees in the dark for another full minute, with the loop held in front of him like a rosary, and then he got up and went down to the kitchen and laid the floss on the counter beside a ruler and a cup of water and read the number off the edge. Then he wrote it on the back of his hand with a ballpoint pen, in case he forgot, and sat for a long time on the kitchen floor with his back against the dishwasher and his chin on his knees, laughing without any sound until his ribs hurt.
 
* * *
 
The shop in Watertown was on a side street behind a Armenian bakery, between a dry cleaner's and a place that fixed vacuum cleaners, and it had no sign. There was a green door and a brass bell, and a glass counter with a handful of unremarkable watches in it, and behind the counter an old man in a cardigan and a jeweler's loupe on a headband who looked at Shane for a long time without any expression and then looked at Svetlana, who had come with him as a guarantor, and said something in Armenian that made her laugh. His name was Mr. Sarkissian. He did not recognize Shane, or if he did he was too polite to say so. He wanted to know, in a creaky, gentle voice, what the gentleman's hands did for a living.
 
"He plays hockey," Shane said. "Center. For Boston. He's, he gets hit a lot. His hands are big. He's got scars on most of the knuckles and he hates anything that looks expensive."
 
"Then it will look expensive on the inside," Mr. Sarkissian said, and went through a curtain at the back and came out with a velvet tray that held nine bands, all gray, all plain, none of them any different from the others to Shane's eye. He picked up the third from the left with a pair of tweezers and laid it in Shane's palm. It was heavier than he expected and cool, and the metal was a soft quiet gray, like pencil lead or the sea in November. There was no stone. There was nothing to catch on a glove. When he turned it under the lamp the inside had a slight dome to it, so that it would sit against the finger comfortably for years. "Platinum," said the old man. "Six millimeters. For a big hand. It will dent when he is hit, and it will dent back. It is a very forgiving metal. I make it for firemen."
 
"It's perfect," Shane said, and heard that his voice had gone odd.
 
"Do you want something inside?" Mr. Sarkissian had produced a small card and a pencil. "Names, dates. Many people want the date. I think the date is a mistake. A man looks at the date and thinks, that was the best day, and the rest are worse. I tell them to write a word. A small joke, or a thing that only the two of you know. Then every time the ring is turned there is a surprise."
 
Shane held the pencil for a good while. Svetlana had stopped examining the watches and was standing very still by the door with her arms folded. He thought about the notebook with its rubber band, and the page numbered forty-one. He thought about the bowl in the middle of the table, and the careful way Ilya had said, I counted. He wrote four words on the card in his plain square hand and slid it across the glass, and Mr. Sarkissian read it with his loupe, and the corners of his mouth lifted a very small distance.
 
"Always oranges," the old man said. "Good. Come Friday."
 
* * *
 
The call to his parents was on Thursday night, after Shane had practiced in front of the bathroom mirror until the sight of his own earnest face made him want to hide under the sink. He did it from the bedroom with the door closed and Ilya downstairs in the kitchen arguing cheerfully with a pot, and the screen showed the Ottawa kitchen with its yellow curtains and the crock of wooden spoons beside the stove. His mother's face appeared first, close up and slightly tilted, because she had never figured out how to prop a tablet, and then she had adjusted something and the whole table came into view with David sitting at the end of it in a flannel shirt, holding a mug and looking at the camera with the polite suspicion he reserved for referees.
 
"Is something wrong?" Yuna said, immediately. "You look flushed. Are you sick? Is it the head? David, he has that look."
 
"I'm fine, Mom. Nobody's sick. I have, I want to tell you both a thing, and I want you to let me get to the end of it." He had planned to make a joke and discovered that he could not. "I'm going to ask Ilya to marry me. I've picked the ring, it's being engraved, and I'll do it Sunday. I wanted you to hear it from me before it happens. I'm not asking for permission, exactly, I just. I wanted you to know."
 
Nobody on the screen said anything. His mother's hand had gone to her mouth. His father had not moved, but the mug had stopped halfway to the table, and he held it there for a good three seconds with the steam curling off the top. Then he set it down, very carefully, on the wood, and took off his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger, and said, in a voice a little rougher than usual, "Good."
 
"Good?"
 
"Good," David said again. He put the glasses back on. "I wondered when you'd get around to it. Your mother wanted to bet and I said I wouldn't take money from a woman who had already guessed the answer. She knew in January. She told me over the dishes, after he fell off the bench. She said, that's it, he's going to marry that boy, and I said, give him a minute, and she said, I don't need to give him anything, I gave him my recipe for the cabbage rolls." He cleared his throat. "I've nothing to say that I didn't say at the lake. I'm glad you asked yourself the question. That was the hard part. The rest is only a table and some flowers."
 
"It's a table, actually," Shane said, and then his mother was sobbing and laughing at once and saying that she had known, she had known, she was going to need a new dress, she did not care what anyone thought, and she was going to the store tomorrow. His father said she could not go to the store tomorrow because the wedding was not tomorrow. His mother said that there was no harm in looking. Shane sat on the edge of the bed with his phone in both hands and his face split by a grin so wide it ached, and across eight hundred kilometers of wire the two people who had taught him everything he knew about being loved quietly in a kitchen argued about hats.
 
"One thing," David said, when the noise had quieted, and the screen had gone still, and Yuna was blowing her nose into a dish towel. "He doesn't know about the, about the other business. Does he."
 
"He knows," Shane said. "I told him on Sunday. Everything. It went better than I thought it would."
 
His father's face did something that Shane had seen exactly twice before, once when he had been drafted and once when he had told them he was not going to be able to go back to the hospital after the hit. "Good," David said, a third time, and this time it was hardly a word at all. "That's a good man. I'd have said so even if he were a Bruin."
 
"Boston is the Bears, Dad."
 
"I know what Boston is," said David, and picked up his mug.
 
* * *
 
Mrs. Teixeira had the papers laid out on the long table at two o'clock on Friday, in the order Svetlana had specified, with a fountain pen beside each stack and a plate of the very bad bread in the middle. It was a gray and windy afternoon. The house felt different the second time. It was less like a place Shane had stumbled into by accident and more like a person he was going to have to get to know, a dry creaking elderly person full of opinions, and he stood at the end of the table with his coat on and watched Ilya sit down at the bench with a face of ferocious concentration and a lawyer from Svetlana's firm at his elbow, a pleasant tired woman named Frances in a navy blazer, who had walked him through every clause twice in the car.
 
It did not take long. It was a purchase and sale agreement, and the closing would be in April, and in the meantime there was a lot of signing. Ilya read every page. He read them with his lips moving slightly and one finger tracing the line, in the same way he read a menu in a language he didn't have, and every few pages he looked up at Svetlana and she gave him a tiny nod, and he went on. At the end of the stack he laid down the pen. He looked at the signature on the last page, a crowded left-leaning scrawl, for a good long while. "That is it?" he said, to Frances.
 
"That's it. You've bought a house, Mr. Rozanov. In April you will own it, and until then you may visit it as often as the seller permits."
 
"I permit it every day," said Mrs. Teixeira. She had taken the fountain pen from beside her plate and was holding it like a conductor's baton. "I'll be here until the third week of March, and then I'm going to my sister's in Fall River, and she and I are going to quarrel about the television. And I want the table treated with respect. I want a child to sit at the end of it and be told it's the best table in the world. I am a very simple woman." She turned to Shane, and Shane realized with a start that she had been looking at him for some time. "You. You're the one who went white. Come here a minute and help me with this drawer."
 
There was no drawer. It was a pretext, and a bad one, and Shane followed her to the sideboard under the bay window while behind them Ilya turned to Svetlana and said something low and astonished in Russian, and Svetlana answered him in a tone that suggested she was reminding him of a list. Mrs. Teixeira pulled out the middle drawer of the sideboard and rummaged for a while among tablecloths. She had her back to the room. "I'm told that you are going to ask him," she said, in a perfectly level voice, without turning.
 
"Who told you?"
 
"A little bird with a bob haircut and a very bad telephone manner." She came out of the drawer with a small tin box and shut it with her hip. "She asked if I would lend the room on Sunday. I said you could have it. I'll be at the church, and then I'm going to Odete's for supper, and I won't be back until ten. There are twelve oranges in the bowl, I've had Tomás from next door put an extra one in. A young man likes to count. I could see that on the first day." She patted the lid of the tin. "And I'd like you to have this, and I don't want you to say a word about it, because I'll cry and I'm too old for that."
 
He took the tin. It was heavy for its size and smelled of lavender, and when he lifted the lid there was nothing inside it but a folded square of white linen. He unfolded it, and it was a table runner, hand-embroidered along both edges with small red and green flowers in a pattern that must have taken years. "My mother made it," Mrs. Teixeira said, staring at the window. "On the island. For my wedding. It was on this table fifty-one years. Put it down for the evening. Then wash it in cold water with a little soap and send it back to me and I'll put it away. Don't tell him whose it is. He'll fuss."
 
"Mrs. Teixeira," Shane began.
 
"I said no words." She sniffed. "Go on. Your young man is looking."
 
He was. Ilya had turned half around on the bench, with one arm over the back of it, and was watching the two of them across the room with a pleased and slightly wary look, like a dog watching a stranger feed his favorite person. Shane tucked the tin under his arm and went back to the table. "She gave me a recipe," he said, which was the first lie that came to mind. "For the soup. For the, for when we have people over."
 
"She gives nobody a recipe," Ilya said. "I asked her on Sunday for the black bread. She said it was a family secret."
 
"It's a different kind of secret." Shane sat down beside him. Under the table, Ilya's knee pressed against his, and stayed there, and across the length of scarred oak the twelve oranges in the bowl, which he did not have to count, glowed like lamps in the gray window light.
 
* * *
 
On Sunday the temperature dropped to fourteen degrees and the sky over Dorchester was the clear hard blue of a day that wanted to be seen from a distance. He had told Ilya they were going to bring soup to Mrs. Teixeira's empty house to eat at the table and think about the kitchen, which was true in the same way that the sea was a puddle. Ilya had looked at him with open suspicion for several seconds and then shrugged and gone to find his boots. It was in him to be suspicious. It was also in him to assume the best of Shane in matters of soup. They took the Green Line, because he had said he wanted to, and carried the pot between them wrapped in a towel, a big enamel one that was Yuna's, full of the borscht Ilya had cooked on Saturday night with great ceremony and a lot of swearing. They did not talk much. Ilya kept looking at him sideways. Once, in the bus, when the driver took a corner too fast and Shane fell against his shoulder, he said, quietly, "You are nervous."
 
"I'm cold."
 
"You are a very bad liar for a man who lived a whole other life." Ilya looked out the window. "It is okay. I am nervous also. Today is a day with a smell. I do not know what kind."
 
The house was dim and warm. Mrs. Teixeira had left every lamp on in the front room, and the radiators were up so high that the air had a toasty dry smell of scorched dust, and a note on the table in her spidery hand said that there was bread in the oven, and that if anyone broke the good bowls she would know. The long room looked different with no one in it. The light came gray and clean from the garden, and the floor had been swept, and the plaster leaves on the ceiling cast small shadows. Ilya stopped in the doorway. He stood there with the soup pot in his arms and a very odd expression, and Shane, behind him, understood that for the first time he was seeing the room as something that was, in a matter of weeks, going to be his. His mouth had opened slightly. He looked like a boy on a train who sees the sea.
 
"Put the pot down," Shane said, gently. "Before you drop it."
 
"I am not going to drop it." Ilya set it carefully on a trivet at the center of the table, beside the bowl. He straightened and turned in a slow circle, looking at the high ceiling and the dark fireplace and the garden doors, and then, as though it had been a long time coming, at the table itself, and Shane saw his eyes go to the bowl and stay there. "There are twelve," Ilya said.
 
"Are there?"
 
"There were eleven. I counted on Sunday." He crossed to the table and stood over the bowl and began to touch the oranges, one at a time, with the tip of his forefinger, the way a man checks stitches. "Twelve. Tomás, you said, next door, he put one more. Why did she put one more?" He looked up with a frown. "Is it a, a superstition? She is Portuguese. They have a rule about thirteen."
 
"I think it's a rule about twelve," said Shane.
 
He had laid the runner on the table while Ilya was taking off his coat. He had done it quickly, in a kind of dreamy panic, smoothing it with both hands from the end of the table down to the middle, and the red and green flowers had spread out on the dark wood under the lamps in a pattern so plain and old and dear that it had caught at him, standing there alone. He had not planned what happened next. He had written seven drafts of the speech in the notes app on his phone, and in the end he did not look at any of them. He sat on the bench, and held out his hand across the corner of the table, and said, "Come here for a second. Sit across from me. I want to see your face."
 
Ilya sat. He did it with slow suspicion, putting both elbows on the table, and Shane could see that he was already braced for it. He did not look like a man who knew. He looked like a man who had been told in advance that there would be a test, and who had decided to take it standing up. His hands were folded in front of him on the runner. The knuckles were very white.
 
"I want to say it badly," Shane said. "I've been thinking about that for days. Sveta told me a thing said badly can be fixed, and I decided that if I tried to do it well I'd go flat. So I'm going to say what's true, and you can tell me if it's wrong."
 
"Okay."
 
"A year ago I woke up in a hospital bed and I thought I'd lost my husband." His voice shook and he let it. "I'm sorry. I know I told you on the stoop. I just have to start there. I woke up and everybody I loved was in a room I couldn't get into, and I spent a long time trying to break into it. I took your face and I put it on a face I'd lost. I made a lot of mistakes and some of them hurt you and you forgave me for them anyway, in a kitchen, with a pan. And somewhere in there I stopped trying to get the dream back. I don't know exactly when. I think it was the day you got up on the ice in Tallinn, I mean the day in the care home, when you knelt on the floor and told your father you were a plumber. I'd never seen that man in my life. And I looked at you and I thought, who is that, and I want to know him, I want to know him for the rest of my life."
 
Ilya had not moved. His breath had stopped, and Shane could see the pulse beating hard under the ear.
 
"I know your name for the dishwasher. I know that you eat pizza standing up and that you can't sleep unless there's a window open, even in January. I know you'll fight me about the thermostat until I'm eighty. I know you cried at a charity dinner when a man read a letter about a dog, and said it was allergies. I know you've never been wrong about a goalie's glove side, and that you'll lie about it if you have been. I know it's been a year since I walked into a hotel hallway in my head and found a man in an undershirt, and that all of the real ones, all the days since then, have been better than the one I made up. I didn't think anything could be. I was wrong about that, and I'm glad." He took a breath. "I'm not asking you to be somebody. I'm not asking for the house in Ottawa or the kids or the lanterns, those can all happen or not. I'm asking for you. The one in front of me, with the temper and the tea thing and the stupid brave face. I'm going to love you in this life whether or not you say yes. But I'd like very much for you to say yes."
 
He had gone down on one knee at some point. He did not remember doing it. The floor was cold through his jeans. He had reached into his pocket, and the little box was in his hand, black, with a brass hinge, and he opened it and held it up in the lamplight and the platinum band looked small and plain and perfectly right. "Ilya Rozanov. Will you marry me?"
 
Nothing happened. For a few seconds the only sound in the room was the old radiator, ticking, and the muffled voice of a radio from the house next door. Ilya was looking at the ring. His mouth had come open and his eyes had filled so completely and so fast that the tears went straight over without a pause, down both cheeks, and he did not seem to notice them. He did not blink. He reached across the table with a hand that shook visibly and took the box out of Shane's grip, and turned it so that the lamp fell on the inside of the band, and Shane watched him read the four small words engraved there. He read them twice. Then he made a sound that Shane would remember for the rest of his life, a cracked, helpless, delighted noise that was neither a laugh nor a sob but had a little of each, and he put the box down on the runner with great care and dropped his forehead into both hands.
 
"Always oranges," he said, into his palms.
 
"Always oranges."
 
"You are the stupidest man in the world." His shoulders were shaking. "You are so stupid. I was going to do it at the lake. In July. I had a plan, there was a boat, and it was a long speech. It was eleven pages. Sveta typed it for me. And you have, you came in with the soup, and you did it on a, on a table, in a stranger's house, with twelve oranges and a, a rug, a flower thing, you did not even let me." He lifted his face. It was wrecked, shining, furious and absolutely radiant. "Yes. Yes, da, obviously yes, idiot, I have been saying yes since I was eighteen. I said it to the television. I said it to your picture in the, in the program. Get up from the floor before you hurt your knee. Come here."
 
Shane did not get up. He stayed where he was, on his knee, and Ilya came around the end of the table and knelt down in front of him on the worn pine boards, and then they were both on the floor, holding each other by the arms and the neck and the back of the head, laughing and crying and kissing each other's wet faces with no art at all. The ring had gotten lost in the confusion. It was in the box on the table. Ilya pulled back at last, and held out his left hand with the fingers spread, and he said, in a hoarse small voice, "You put it. I cannot. My hands are not working," and Shane picked the box up from the runner and took the ring out and slid it on.
 
It fit. It went over the knuckle with a little resistance and settled at the base of the finger as though it had always been there, a plain gray band against the scarred brown skin, and Ilya stared at it with an expression of dazed reverence. He turned the hand in the light. He closed his fist, and opened it again. "The thread," he said, suddenly, and looked up with a thunderstruck face. "In the night. I woke up and there was a, I thought I dreamed a thread. I thought, it is Sveta, she has come into the house with a witch. You measured my finger. While I was asleep. In my own bed."
 
"You said Sveta, no."
 
"I said it to the witch." He began to laugh again. He laughed so hard that he had to lean forward and rest his brow on Shane's collarbone, and Shane held him and felt the whole big body shudder. "Oh, I am going to tell this at the wedding. I am going to say it in the toast. I will say he came into my bed with dental floss." He raised his head. "Was it mint?"
 
"It was unflavored."
 
"A mercy." He wiped his face with the heel of his hand. Then his expression changed, and he sat back on his heels and became, all at once, very serious and a little shy. "Wait. I have to tell you a thing, and I need you to promise not to be angry. It is about Sveta. She is a bad person. She is a very, very bad person, and she is the best friend I have ever had."
 
"What did she do?"
 
"She is in the, how do you say, the double. The agent with two sides." He shifted on his knees. "Three weeks ago she asked me what size is your finger. I said, why. She said, I am a curious woman. I thought, okay, she is curious. And then I thought, no. And I went to a, a man, in the North End, a man who does the, the tiny work. And I said, I want a ring, a plain one, the color of a dime. And he said, for whom. And I said it is for a very stupid hockey player who has been in love with me for a year and does not know that I am in love with him back." He flushed to the hairline. "It is in the freezer. In a bag of pelmeni. Behind the ice. I was going to wait until the lake. Sveta said, put it in the freezer, he never looks in a freezer, he has never once made a thing from frozen. She said Shane would not look until August."
 
Shane stared at him. He opened his mouth and could produce nothing at all. Then something broke in his chest like a plate, and he sat down on the floor of Mrs. Teixeira's front room with his back against the leg of the long table and laughed until the tears ran into his collar. She had known. She had known from the beginning, and she had sat in her apartment with her plants and her notebook while he asked her whether he needed permission, with Ilya's ring already hidden in a bag of dumplings six miles away. He could see her face. She would have been very calm. "I'm going to kill her," he said.
 
"You will need to take a number."
 
"She said she was proud of me."
 
"She was," said Ilya, with enormous affection, and kissed him on the mouth, hard, and the table above them, the long dark barn door on its trestles, took the weight of both their shoulders without a creak.
 
* * *
 
They did not eat the soup. They carried it home, still hot, wrapped in the towel, in a taxi because Ilya said that he was too happy to take a train, and in the back seat he held Shane's right hand in both of his own and turned it over and over, running his thumb across the knuckles, saying nothing. Ten blocks from the house he lifted it to his mouth and pressed a long kiss into the palm. The driver, an older man with a rosary hanging from the mirror, kept his eyes fixed carefully on the road, and when they reached Marlborough Street he refused to take the tip.
 
The pelmeni was behind the ice trays. It was an ordinary blue plastic freezer bag, frosted over, and Ilya went straight to it as though he had not been laughing for forty minutes, dug through the bag with his bare hand, and came out with a small velvet pouch rimed in white crystals. He shook the frost off it onto the kitchen floor. He stood in the lamplight at the open freezer door, in his good gray sweater, with his hair standing up and his face still blotched from crying, and for the first time all day, Shane saw his hands steady. He did not make a speech. He crossed the room and took Shane's left hand in his own, and with great care, and a frown of concentration, slid onto the fourth finger a plain band of a different gray, a slightly darker one, titanium maybe, smooth and light as a coin.
 
"I was going to say something," Ilya said, looking at it. "I forget what."
 
"You can tell me tomorrow."
 
"I will tell you every day. For fifty years." He raised his eyes. He was smiling, but his mouth trembled. "Okay. Now I want to take you upstairs."
 
The bedroom was dark and the heat had come on, and the radiator under the window had begun its patient clanking. Ilya did not turn on the lamp. He shut the door with his heel and then he backed Shane against it, with both hands braced on the wood on either side of his head, and kissed him. It was not like any of the kisses in the long room. There was a hunger in it, and a kind of astonishment, as if Ilya were trying to confirm by touch that this was a fact. He pushed Shane's coat from his shoulders and it dropped to the carpet. He pulled at the buttons of his shirt, hard, and one of them went somewhere. His mouth moved along the jaw and down the throat to the hollow where Shane's pulse was going, and when Shane's hands came up and wound into his hair, he made a low rough noise in his chest and said, against the skin, in an unsteady voice, "Husband. I can say it. Soon. I can say husband."
 
"Not yet," Shane said. He was laughing and breathless and his knees were not entirely reliable. "Fiancé. Say it."
 
"Fiancé." Ilya pronounced it with a Russian roll, as if it were a dish he was tasting. "My fiancé. I will say it to the goalie. I will say it to the referee, in the face-off, I will say, excuse me, my fiancé is on the other team." He shoved the shirt back off Shane's shoulders and bent his head to the collarbone. "Let me see the hand."
 
Shane held it up. In the dark, with the streetlamp from the window falling across it in a bar, the ring was a dull gleam on his finger. Ilya took the wrist and kissed the knuckle, and then each fingertip, slowly, and then the palm, and then drew him away from the door and across the room and down onto the bed, and settled over him with a knee between his thighs and his weight braced on his forearms. The mattress took them both. For a long time he did nothing at all but look, with his face a hand's width away and his breath on Shane's mouth, and Shane lay under him with his heart going hard and slow and saw a man with swollen red eyes and wet lashes and a crooked grin and a ring on his hand. It was a new face. It had been new every morning for eleven months, and there was no end to it, and he put his hand up and laid it along the jaw.
 
"You're staring," he said.
 
"You are worth staring at." Ilya's smile deepened, and Shane's eyes stung, because it was a line he had said on the ice in March, in the first game, a line that had come out of his mouth in a flicker of dream and that Ilya had not known to answer then. "I read it in a, a place. You told me this once. At the face-off. You said it and I said, shut up, and I thought about it for the rest of the game."
 
"I said that to you?"
 
"In March. In Montreal. I told you to shut up. I thought you were making a, a joke on me." He ducked his head. "I have been wanting to say it back for a year. So. I say it. You are worth staring at, Shane Hollander, you are worth staring at forever."
 
Shane pulled him down. They undressed each other in the dark with a hurry that fell apart in the middle, because every button wanted a kiss and every inch of skin that came bare wanted to be pressed against the other, and by the time they were both naked, tangled in the quilt with their legs wound together, neither of them was in any state to be tidy. Ilya's mouth was hot on his chest. His hand slid down the flat of Shane's stomach and curled around him, and Shane arched into it and made a sound that he knew he would be embarrassed about in the morning. "Slow," he gasped. "Ilya, I want it slow, I want to feel all of it."
 
"You say slow like I am a, a very fast man." The voice was dark with amusement. Ilya shifted down the bed, mouth trailing across the ribs and the soft skin below the navel, and took him in his mouth. It was wet and slick and very warm. He did it with a deep thorough attention that seemed to have no end, his tongue working at the underside, his hand wrapped around the base, one hot palm splayed across Shane's hip to hold him still against the bed, and Shane lay with his hands twisted in the sheets and his head thrown back and the ring on his left hand catching a sliver of light every time he moved. Ilya looked up. His eyes were black, and his lips were stretched and shining, and he held Shane's gaze while he sank down again. It went on for a long time. He knew when to ease and when to press. He drew Shane to the edge three times and each time he stopped, and breathed against the inside of his thigh, and laughed softly when Shane swore at him, until at last Shane got a hand into his hair and said, with a crack in his voice, "Please. Get inside me. I need you to."
 
Ilya reached for the drawer. The click of the cap and the faint cold smell of the lubricant were a small cheerful domestic sound, and the first of his fingers, when it came, was slow and careful and slick. He took a long time. He worked Shane open with two and then three, curling them in a patient insistent rhythm until Shane was gasping on the pillow and pushing back against his hand, and the whole time he kept up a low flow of talk in two languages, half of it nonsense, half of it endearments Shane could not translate and did not need to. When he finally lifted himself over Shane and guided himself in, one hand braced beside Shane's head and the other holding his thigh, both of them stopped breathing. The first slow stretch was almost too much. Ilya was shaking. He bent his head and pressed his forehead to Shane's, and said, very quietly, "Okay? Is okay?"
 
"Move," Shane said. "Please. I'm okay. Move."
 
He moved. It was a long, deep, rolling drive that rocked the bed against the wall, and Shane wrapped his legs around his waist and held on. Every thrust seemed to find a new place in him. He heard himself saying the name, and heard it come back to him in a voice gone ragged and Russian, and between them there was no distance at all, no dream, no other room, no other man. There was only this one, sweat-slick and heavy over him with a ring on his hand and a wet face and the smell of his skin, in a bed in a house on Marlborough Street. When Ilya reached between them and began to stroke him, he stopped being able to think. His back came up off the mattress. The heat went through him in a long spreading wave, and he came with a cry, spilling hot between their bodies, and Ilya followed a few strokes later with a groan that sounded torn out of him, driving deep and shuddering and holding there, his mouth open against Shane's throat.
 
They lay in the dark for a long time afterward, with the sheet kicked off and their skin cooling and the radiator knocking out its slow rhythm under the window. Ilya had rolled onto his back and pulled Shane over against his side, and Shane lay with his head on the broad chest and his left hand spread over the heart. He could feel it going, quick and then slower. The ring sat against the ribs. He thought that it would take a while to stop noticing it. He thought that he did not want to stop.
 
"I will keep this one on," Ilya said, into the dark, "when I play. They will ask me to take it off. The league, the referee. I will say, it is not a jewelry, it is a medical device."
 
"They won't buy that."
 
"They will buy it from me." He yawned hugely. "I am so hungry. We did not eat the soup."
 
"It's on the stove."
 
"It is a long way to the stove." A silence. Then, in a smaller voice, "Shane. Are you okay? Actually. Not the hockey okay."
 
Shane did not answer right away. He was looking at the shape of the window in the dark, the pale oblong with the blind pulled half down, and he found that the question had found the exact center of something. For the last hour, and perhaps the last week, he had been happier than he had ever been, so happy that he had stopped looking over his shoulder. And at the edge of it, very quietly, as it always did when the happiness got big enough, the other room had begun to open. He could smell it. He could see the lanterns, white, strung in a backyard in a city he could not name, and a girl of four in a yellow dress with a basket of petals, standing very straight on the grass and looking at him with solemn blue eyes. He had never had a daughter. He had never been to that backyard. The petals had been rose and she had been so careful, so careful, not to drop any.
 
"I'm okay," he said. His voice caught. "I'm happy. I'm so happy it's stupid. And I was just thinking about the wedding. The other one. In the dream there was a flower girl, Katya, she carried the petals. It wasn't a real flower girl. It was ours. She was four. She had a yellow dress and she was so serious about it. She wouldn't let anyone help her. She told Sveta to go away." He swallowed. "I'm not sad, exactly. It's not that. It's just that this is the best day of my life and she wasn't at it, and she's never going to be at anything, and nobody on earth knows that but you and me. I'm sorry. I didn't want to bring it in here."
 
"You did not bring it." Ilya's arm had tightened around him. He did not say anything for a while. He lay looking at the ceiling, with the ring hand lying open on Shane's back, and Shane could feel the slow even breathing under his cheek. "I am glad you said it," he said at last. "I would be very sad if you were happy today and I did not know the other half. You told me on the stoop that I could be a man who knew her. I want to be that, tonight. Tell me about the yellow dress."
 
"Ilya."
 
"I want to hear. A little. It is a good day to have a girl in it." He turned his head and pressed his lips into Shane's hair. "I will not say she is a dream. I will say she is a thing you carry, and I will help you carry it. Tell me, and then I will say something about her that is stupid, and you will laugh, and then we will eat soup."
 
So Shane told him. He did it in a low voice in the dark, with his face turned into the warm hollow of Ilya's shoulder and the streetlamp going slowly gray in the window. He told him about the dress, which had been Svetlana's idea and had cost a hundred and fifty dollars and been ruined in ten minutes by a juice box. He told him about the flower petals and the way she had insisted on carrying them in both fists. He told him that she had walked down the aisle on the grass with her chin up and then stopped in front of her father in a gray suit and said, loudly, in the silence, that she had a present, and unclenched her hand, and given him a single squashed rose petal, damp, and that the whole yard had broken down. In the dream Ilya had cried so hard that the officiant had to wait. Ilya, in the bed, made a small noise. He said, in a thick voice, that he would also have cried, and that he would have kept the petal, and put it in the notebook, in the back, under the page about the door.
 
"You would have," Shane whispered.
 
"I will," said Ilya, "in a different way." And he lay quiet a long time and said nothing more, and held on, and Shane, who had thought that the grief would be a thing he had to carry alone, found that it could be set down for a few minutes against a warm shoulder, and that it was still there afterward, unchanged and entirely his, but that he was better able to stand up beside it. Downstairs the borscht went cold on the stove. Somewhere in a Brookline apartment a woman who had known everything from the beginning was lying awake, he suspected, with her phone on her chest, waiting.
 
It lit at four. Shane reached for it in the dark. Her message was one line, in capitals, and he held it out so that Ilya, drowsy against his shoulder, could read it too. WELL? HAS THE FOOL DONE IT OR DO I HAVE TO COME OVER WITH A SPOON.
 
Ilya took the phone. He typed with his thumb, slowly, using the hand with the ring on it, and Shane watched him do it and thought that he had never seen anything so ordinary or so strange. Then Ilya held it up between them so that they could both see the screen, and pressed send. It said, in English, YES. AND YOU ARE FIRED AS SPY. And a moment later, underneath, in Russian, a word Shane knew from the stoop and from a hundred late-night arguments about the dishwasher, the word for home.
 
The phone buzzed once more before they put it down. It said, in capitals, FINALLY.






      

  












      Chapter 23: Chapter 23: Off the Plane
  








  The ring made its first public appearance on the last Thursday of February, in the second period of a game that the Voyageurs were losing two to one, and it was not Ilya's fault, or at least not in any way that a person could prove. Étienne Brisebois, a big stay-at-home defenseman who had been paid to dislike Ilya since the day the two of them were drafted, had driven him into the boards behind the Montreal net with a shoulder that was a good four inches higher than the rulebook liked, and in the scramble that followed, with both of them grabbing, Ilya's left glove had come off and gone sliding away across the ice like a dead bird. He had stood up in the middle of the whistle with his bare hand held out at his side, looking for the referee, and the camera that lived in the rafters over the Boston arena had found it and held it. Shane saw it on the big screen from forty feet away, a close shot of a large scarred hand with a plain gray band on the fourth finger, magnified to the size of a garage door. The crowd noticed about two seconds later. It was a strange sound to hear in a hockey building, a long rising ripple of noise that was not a cheer and not a groan, and then somebody in the lower bowl started to clap, and then a lot of people did.
 
Shane had been about to line up for the faceoff. He stood with his stick across his thighs and his mouthguard in his teeth and watched the ripple travel around the building, and he could feel his own face doing something that Coach Therrien would have called undisciplined. Hayden, on his left wing, leaned over without looking at him and said out of the side of his mouth, "He wore it. He wore the ring. To a game. In front of God and ESPN." Shane said that it was TSN, technically, for the Canadian feed, and Hayden said that this was not the point, and the referee, a tall tired man named Gaudet who had been officiating them both since they were rookies, skated over to the circle with Ilya's glove in one hand and an expression of enormous reluctance.
 
"Rozanov," Gaudet said. "That's jewelry. I'm supposed to ask you to take it off."
 
"It is not a jewelry." Ilya had come up beside him, breathing hard, with his helmet pushed back and sweat in his eyebrows, and he held up the hand and turned it in the arena light with a perfectly straight face. "It is a medical device. For the heart. If you remove it I will have a, how do you say, an event. You will have to explain to the whole building."
 
"It's a wedding ring."
 
"It is an engagement ring. A wedding ring is a different thing, we have not got to that yet." Ilya glanced across the circle. Shane looked back at him with a mouthguard in his mouth and his eyebrows climbing toward his hairline, and Ilya said, in the same tone of grave courtesy, "Hello, Hollander. I am sorry. I have forgotten how to be a professional. Are you going to lose this faceoff?"
 
"Not a chance," said Shane, around the guard, and Gaudet looked at the two of them for a long second, handed Ilya the glove, said that if he saw any other medical devices on the ice he would be forced to file a report, and dropped the puck. Shane won the draw cleanly and sent it back to the point. He did not hear the next twenty seconds of the game. There was a roaring in his ears that had nothing to do with the crowd, and when the whistle blew again and he skated back to the bench, Hayden banged a glove on his helmet and shouted that it was the happiest he had ever seen a man be scored on.
 
They lost in overtime, four to three. Ilya got the winner on a breakaway that he finished with a backhand so quick and mean that the goalie never moved, and then, instead of skating off to the corner to be mobbed by his teammates, he skated straight across the ice to the Voyageurs bench, where Shane was sitting with his head down, and stopped in front of him with a spray of snow and leaned over the boards and said in a low voice that would later be lip-read by eleven different people on the internet, "I am sorry I beat you. I will make it up to you at home." The arena lost its mind. Shane would see the clip the next morning, in the brownstone kitchen, with a cup of coffee going cold in his hands and Ilya reading over his shoulder with a face of pure delight, and what struck him was how small his own expression looked on the screen, how plain and undefended, a young man in a white jersey with his mouth open and his eyes wet looking up at another young man as if the whole building had dropped away.
 
The postgame scrums were chaos. Shane had a dozen reporters crowded around his stall in the visitors' room, with cameras on long poles held over their heads and one young woman in the front row holding a phone with her thumb already on the record button, and he stood there in his undershirt with a towel around his neck and his left hand held loosely at his side, with no plan at all. He had spent all week working out what he would say when this happened, and every version had been smooth and careful and in line with what Farah had told him about messaging. He looked at the faces in front of him and said, "Yeah. I asked him on Sunday. He said yes. That's all I've got. Ask me about the power play."
 
"Did he know it was coming?" someone asked.
 
"He found out he had a hockey player for a husband the same way everybody does," Shane said. "He didn't see it coming at all. He's supposed to be good at reading the play." There was a ripple of laughter. A man from a French-language radio station at the back wanted to know whether the Voyageurs would be giving him a day off for the wedding, and Shane said that he would be asking Coach Therrien, and that Coach Therrien would say no, and that he was going to ask anyway. He said that there was no date yet. He said that he was very happy. He was aware, while he said it, of his own voice, which sounded like his father's, level and dry and a little amused, the voice of a man who has decided to tell the truth in front of a crowd and found out that it costs nothing.
 
Farah called at eleven. He was in the passenger seat of Ilya's car by then, in the underground garage, with the engine running and a paper bag of fries in his lap, and her name came up on the dashboard screen with a ringtone that Ilya had assigned to her, a short piece of Tchaikovsky. "I would like it noted," Farah said, without any greeting, "that I have been your agent for six years, and I found out you were engaged from a man on Twitter named Kyle."
 
"I'm sorry. I was going to tell you on Monday."
 
"You are both having lunch with me on Tuesday and you're going to tell me everything that's going to happen between now and the wedding, in order, with dates." Her voice cracked on the last word and she cleared her throat. "I'm furious. I'm so happy I could kill you. And Ilya, if you wear that thing in a game again I'm sending a fruit basket to the league office. I'll start with Gaudet. Does he like pears?"
 
"He is a man of pears," said Ilya, solemnly, and Shane put his head back against the seat and laughed until the bag of fries slid off his knee.
 
* * *
 
Svetlana had a new binder. It arrived at the brownstone by courier on the following Monday, a fat three-ring one in dark green with a clear sleeve on the spine, and she had left a note on it in her upright capitals that said, FOR THE FOOLS. Under the front cover were eleven tabs. They were not colored, this time. She had decided that a wedding was too serious for colors. They were labeled in black ink on white strips, and the first, which Shane found when he opened it standing at the kitchen island with his hair still wet from the shower, said DATE, and underneath it she had written, in the same hand, a single sentence. DO NOT LET HIM PICK A DATE THAT IS ALSO A GAME.
 
"She is very unfair to me," Ilya said. He was perched on the counter beside the fridge, eating cereal out of a mixing bowl with a serving spoon. He had been practicing in the morning and he was still in the gray shorts and a Bears T-shirt that had been washed so many times the logo had faded to a ghost. "I have never picked a day that was a game. I picked a day that was a, a practice. It is a different thing. Practice you can skip."
 
"You can't skip practice for your own wedding."
 
"For a wedding I would skip anything. I would skip a funeral." He considered. "A small funeral." He licked the spoon. "I want to say, I think July. I think after the season, and after the summer a little. The lake in July is very good. I remember the sauna. I remember a very good swim."
 
"It would have to be the lake," Shane said, slowly, and put the binder down. He had been trying to say it all weekend, and the words kept getting snagged on something in his chest. "I think it would have to be somewhere that wasn't a backyard with lanterns. I think I'd, I don't know. I think I'd lose it. If we strung white lights in a yard. I'd stand there and look at the trees and I'd be looking for a girl in a yellow dress."
 
Ilya put the spoon down. He said nothing for several seconds, and then he pushed himself off the counter and came across the floor in his bare feet and stood in front of Shane, close, with his hands hanging at his sides, looking at him with the unsmiling attention he gave to a goalie's pads. "Okay," he said. "No lanterns."
 
"It's a stupid thing to ask. It's only string and a bulb."
 
"It is not a stupid thing. I do not want you to be looking for her at the wedding. I want you to be looking at me." He took Shane's left hand and rubbed his thumb over the ring. "We will have something else. A different thing, with no history. I will think. Sveta will think. We will put a tab for it, and it will say, NO LANTERNS, and it will be a rule, like the oranges. I think the oranges are good, though. Is the orange also a, a bad thing?"
 
"No," said Shane. He had to stop and clear his throat. "The oranges are yours. You counted them. They're yours."
 
"Okay. Then we have the oranges and no lanterns." Ilya kissed him on the forehead, and went back to his cereal, and over the rim of the mixing bowl he said, in a voice that tried and failed to sound casual, "I will tell you a secret. I am very afraid of the wedding. I am afraid I will cry so much that I will not be able to say my words. In my head I have been practicing. I say them in the shower. I say, I, Ilya, and then I stop, because I start to cry in the shower, and the shampoo gets in my eyes. It is a very bad system."
 
"You're going to cry."
 
"I know I will cry. I want to cry quietly."
 
"You've never done anything quietly in your life," said Shane, and Ilya threw a Cheerio at him, and it bounced off his collarbone and landed in the sink.
 
The anniversary of the hit fell on the following Wednesday. He had circled it in his head for weeks, as a man circles a spot on a map where the road is known to wash out, and when the day came it was bright and cold and ordinary, with a blue sky over the river and a crust of dirty snow along the curbs, and he woke in the brownstone at six with a dry mouth and a tight jaw and the sense of having been at a funeral all night. Ilya was already gone. He had a flight at seven and a game in Toronto, and had left a note on the pillow in the tiny left-leaning hand that said, I am on a plane at 7. I will write. Do not eat only toast. It was the first of the notes, and not the last, and Shane held it for a good while before he put it in the drawer with the others.
 
He drove up to Montreal that afternoon for the evening game, and he went to the building early. It was empty at three o'clock, except for the Zamboni driver and a skeleton crew of ushers sweeping the lower bowl, and he stood in the tunnel in his street clothes for a long time looking out at the ice. It was clean and white and perfectly smooth. Somewhere in the neutral zone, about a third of the distance down from the red line, on the far side of the center circle, a year ago today, he had skated into a blind elbow with his head up and his mind on a winger, and had gone down. He walked out onto the rubber mats and across to the bench, and stood with one hand on the boards. He could not tell exactly where it had been. The ice kept no record. There were no marks, no stain, no little plaque. A year of games had been played on top of it, and a Cup final, and a hundred thousand skate blades had cut the surface to ribbons and a machine had laid it clean again.
 
"You'll catch cold," said Hayden's voice behind him. "You're in loafers."
 
Shane did not turn around. Hayden came up the tunnel steps with his hands in the pockets of his parka and a toque pulled down over his ears, and leaned his elbows on the boards beside him, and the two of them stood without saying anything for a good while and looked out at the empty ice. Hayden had a way of being quiet that most people mistook for emptiness. He had sat in a hospital chair for twenty-six hours with a phone charger and a bag of vending machine pretzels, a year ago today, and had never once asked Shane to explain what he had said when he woke. He had only asked, a week later, in the locker room, whether Shane was eating.
 
"It was about there," Shane said finally. He pointed with his chin. "I think. By the dot."
 
"It was closer to the blue line. By the left circle. I've watched it." Hayden gave a small shrug. "I watched it about a hundred times, in the spring. I'm not proud of it. I kept wanting to see if I could have called out in time."
 
"It was a blind side. Nobody could have."
 
"I know that. I kept watching anyway." He looked at his gloves. "I just want to say. And I know you don't like talking about it, and I'm not going to ask you to. It's been a year and you're a different guy than the one who went down. And I know you told me what happened to you in there, back in the playoffs, and I'm still not sure I understand it. I've got a theory, and Jackie's got a better one, and I don't need either of us to be right. But I'm glad you woke up. I'm glad you woke up the guy who's going to marry Rozanov." He cleared his throat. "That's all. I'm going to go and stretch."
 
"Hayden."
 
"Yeah."
 
"Thank you for the pretzels."
 
"I didn't eat any, in the end," said Hayden. "I just wanted something to hold." He clapped Shane on the shoulder, hard, and went back up the steps toward the dressing room, and Shane stayed where he was for another ten minutes with both hands on the boards. He found that he was not sad. He was something nearer to grateful, and under the gratitude was the old ache for another life, but the ache was smaller than it used to be, about the size of a stone he might carry in a coat pocket, and he thought that on the whole it was a thing he could bring to a game.
 
He played well that night. They beat Carolina three to one, and he scored the second goal on a wraparound, and when the arena sang the song that they always sang after a goal, he stood at the blue line with his helmet off and his head tipped back, looking at the banners in the rafters. Then he went into the dressing room and sat in front of his stall and picked up his phone, which had been lying face down in the cubby for three hours, and found a message from Ilya that had come in at 10:12.
 
I am on the plane. The game was bad, we lost 5 to 2. Cliff has bought a pretzel the size of a head. I will land at midnight. Go to sleep.
 
Shane typed back, Good flight. I scored. He put the phone down on the bench beside him. He had a feeling in his stomach that he knew very well and did not want to look at, and he told himself that it was the anniversary, that it was the day, that the mind liked a date. He put his gear in the bag. He took a long shower. He stood under the water with his forehead against the tile and ran through the things that he had to do in the morning, and when he came out and dressed and combed his hair in the mirror, Hayden was sitting on the bench in front of his stall in his underwear, with his phone in his hand, looking up at him with a face that had gone the color of paper.
 
"Don't look at your phone yet," Hayden said. "Wait. Sit down."
 
"What."
 
"Sit down, Shane, I'm serious." Hayden was on his feet now. He took Shane by both elbows and pushed him gently down onto the bench, and sat beside him, close, with their shoulders touching. His hand shook when he held out his phone. "It's on the news. It's just starting. Don't read the comments. It says the Bears' plane has declared an emergency. It was over the lake. They don't know yet."
 
The room had gone quiet. It had done it all at once, as a room does when something has happened that nobody wants to say out loud, and Shane saw that the other players had stopped moving, that one of the defensemen was standing with a boot in his hand and his mouth open. A television on the wall of the lounge, through the open door, had a red banner running across the bottom of the screen. He could not read it from here. He did not need to. He sat very still on the bench in the damp warm air that smelled of soap and tape and old sweat, and an extraordinary calm came over him, a flat clear cold that he had last felt in a hospital bed in Montreal, in a state that was neither waking nor sleep, when he had known with perfect certainty that he was twenty-seven years old and standing in a kitchen in the dark with a phone in his hand and a voice saying that a charter had gone down in a field.
 
"Okay," he said. His voice sounded far away. "Okay. I need my phone. Where's my phone. I need to call Sveta."
 
* * *
 
He did not remember dialing. Svetlana picked up on the first ring, and the first thing that came out of her was a stream of Russian so fast and flat and furious that he understood nothing except a string of numbers, and then she stopped, and he heard her draw a breath through her teeth. "I am on the other line with the Bears," she said, in English, in a very steady voice. "I have a man in the operations office. He says the plane is a chartered Airbus. He says it declared at 12:04, and it has been turning in the air for twenty minutes, and they are going to land at Syracuse. They do not know yet if it is the engine or the, the hydraulic. They have the fire trucks. He says that is a good sign, and that it is also a bad sign, and I want to kill him. Shane. Shane, listen. Are you listening?"
 
"I'm here."
 
"He is on the plane. I know this. He wrote to you, before, I saw your phone message, you told me, so we know. He has the, the thing he has promised you, the message at takeoff. We do not know anything else. I do not know anything else. But I want you to hear me. You are going to sit in a chair. You will not drive. You will not do a stupid thing. Is Hayden there?"
 
"He's here."
 
"Give him the phone."
 
He gave Hayden the phone. He watched him take it and hold it against his ear, and watched Hayden's face change as Svetlana spoke, as a man's face changes when he has been handed a grenade and told to hold it calmly. Around them the dressing room had begun to move again in a low murmuring way. Coach Therrien had come in at some point and was standing in the center of the room in his shirtsleeves with a clipboard dangling from one hand, looking at no one, and then he put the clipboard on a bench and walked over and sat down on Shane's other side without a word. He was a heavy man, and the bench creaked under him. He smelled of mints and wet wool. He did not look at Shane. He looked at the wall across the room, at a poster for a charity golf tournament, and he said in a low, rough, uncertain voice, "I've had the trainers get the room by the physio set up. There's a couch. If you want to be somewhere that isn't here."
 
"I'm okay."
 
"I know you are." Therrien rubbed his jaw. "I'm going to sit here, anyway. It's what you do."
 
They sat. Shane could feel the seconds go by, one at a time, very distinctly, like the ticking of a clock in a room where somebody has died. He knew exactly what this was. He had done it once, in a different life, in his own kitchen, with his phone face up on the island and a cold cup of coffee beside it, for two hours and eleven minutes, and the memory was so clear and so intact that he could feel the grain of the countertop under his palm. He had stared at the screen. He had said the name aloud, into the empty room, over and over, in the voice of a man who has been told to believe in something and cannot. And he had heard, very faintly, behind his own breath, the sound of the dishwasher, and understood that the world was going on, that people were still loading plates, that the refrigerator was still running, and that none of it had any idea. That had been the worst part. The ordinariness of it.
 
"They've said it's fine," Hayden said suddenly. He was holding the phone out. "Shane. Look. They've said it's, there's a, they've landed, it just says they've landed. The plane's on the ground. Oh, God. They're on the ground."
 
Shane took the phone. His hand did not feel like his own. There was a news alert on the screen, a single sentence in a gray box, that said that a chartered aircraft carrying the Boston Bears had made an emergency landing at Syracuse Hancock International Airport at 12:41 a.m. after reporting a hydraulic system failure, and that there were no confirmed fatalities. No confirmed. The word hung there. It was a bureaucrat's word, careful and hedged and cold, and he read the sentence five times and did not understand it. Then the phone in Hayden's other hand began to ring, and it was Svetlana, and he heard her voice through the speaker, high and thin and hard to recognize, saying in Russian and then in English that they were all off the plane, that they had used the slides, that there was a man with a broken wrist and a man with a cut head and two with sprained ankles but that nobody was dead, nobody, nobody was dead, and that she had not heard from Ilya yet but that the Bears' communications director had a list.
 
"Is he on it?" Shane said. "Is he on the list?"
 
"I do not know." She was crying. He had never heard her cry. "They are doing the names in order. They have not got to the R. Wait. I have the man. I have to put you down, I have to put you down, I will call you."
 
The line went dead. It was twelve minutes before it rang again. Shane spent them on the bench with his hands between his knees and Therrien's weight against his arm and Hayden crouched in front of him on the dirty tile, saying nothing, with both hands on Shane's knees. At the twelfth minute there was a buzz from the phone that was not a call. It was a text, from a number he did not know, and it said, in all capitals, with no punctuation, IT IS ME I AM OFF THE PLANE MY PHONE IS DEAD THIS IS CLIFFS I AM FINE I AM ALIVE I AM FINE DONT DRIVE.
 
It was 1:58 in the morning. Shane read it once. Then the phone slipped from his fingers and he heard it hit the floor, and he found that he had put both hands over his face, and that a sound was coming out of his chest that he did not recognize, a long ragged wet noise that went on and on, and Hayden's arms were around him. Therrien's big hand was on the back of his neck. Someone had turned off the television in the lounge. He cried for a long time with his head on a teammate's shoulder, in his good coat, on the bench in front of his stall, in front of a room of twenty men who looked at the floor and the ceiling and the poster for the golf tournament and did not leave. It was not grief. It was not relief either, quite. It was the long sick shudder of a body that had been braced against a blow for two hours and had found out that the blow was not coming. Somewhere under it, quietly, he heard himself saying the name of a girl who had never been born, and then the name of a boy, and then he stopped, because Hayden had said very softly, in his ear, "He's okay. Shane. He's alive. He's alive. Your guy's alive."
 
* * *
 
Therrien gave them the car keys back himself. He had walked Shane out to the parking garage at half past two with an arm around his shoulders that neither of them acknowledged, and stood beside the gray sedan with his hands in his pockets, looking at the concrete pillar behind Shane's head. The team had the next day off. There was a skate on Friday at eleven, optional, and a game on Saturday, and Therrien said that he did not care if Shane was on the ice for either so long as he was somewhere with a bed and a phone charger. He said that he had a nephew in the Air Force who had once sat on a tarmac for nine hours with an engine on fire, and that the boy still did not like to talk about it. He said that Shane should drive carefully. Then he coughed, and said, in the voice of a man reading from a card, that if the Boston organization was going to try to make anyone fly in the next twenty-four hours there would be a conversation, and he would be having it.
 
It was Hayden who drove. Shane did not argue, because there was no use pretending, and because Ilya's message had been very clear, and because he had looked at his own hands on the steering wheel in the garage and watched them shake. Jackie had come down from the apartment in a robe and rubber boots with a plastic bag of sandwiches and a thermos of coffee, and had kissed Hayden on the mouth and Shane on the cheek and told them both to text her every hour, and then she had stood in the middle of the empty garage waving until the car turned the corner. The border was quiet at that time of night. At Lacolle, in a booth lit like an aquarium, a young officer with a wispy mustache looked at Shane's passport and then at Shane, and then back at the passport, and said, in French, that he was very sorry about the plane, and that his mother was a Voyageurs fan, and that Shane should get to wherever he was going. He handed the passports back with both hands. It was a small thing and it made Shane's eyes sting again, which was becoming a nuisance.
 
They were forty minutes south of the border, on a long dark stretch of the interstate with nothing but pine trees and the red blink of a tower in the distance, when the phone rang. It was an unknown number, a New York area code. Shane picked it up and put it against his ear and said hello in a voice he did not know, and for several seconds heard nothing at all but a rustle and a long breath, and then, very faintly, a voice that he would have known in the dark at the bottom of the sea.
 
"I am okay," Ilya said. "I wanted to say it again, out loud. In case the text was a, how do you say, a ghost."
 
"It wasn't a ghost." Shane put his free hand over his eyes. In the driver's seat Hayden, with a great show of concentration, turned up the radio and began to sing along to a country song in a loud flat voice. "I got it. I got the text. I'm in the car. We're coming."
 
"I said do not drive."
 
"Hayden's driving. I'm in the passenger seat. I'm not allowed to touch anything." He was laughing, helplessly, with his hand over his face. "Where are you? Are you hurt? They said some of the guys were hurt."
 
"I am in a bathroom at the Marriott by the airport. It is the only place Cliff will let me make a phone call, because Brad is asleep on the floor of the room with a pretzel on his chest and Ryan is sitting in the hallway like a dog at a door. I am sitting in the bathtub." A small hiccuping noise. "My phone is dead and it will not charge, because I have no cable, because my bag is on the plane. The plane is on the runway with the, the, the foam. They put foam on it. It looks like a cake. I have a cut on my arm and my right wrist is bad from the slide. It is not broken. The doctor said it is a sprain. I am a very lucky man."
 
"Okay."
 
"I am so sorry, Shane. I am so sorry you had to." His voice broke. "I told you I would text. I did. I did it at the gate. Then the thing happened, in the air, and we were told to put the heads down and the hands on the head, and I could not do anything. I held a phone and there was no signal. I was thinking, he will see the news. I was thinking, he told me about the plane, and now it is happening, he will think it is the dream, he will think he has made it happen. I was so angry at the plane. I said some things to it in Russian, I will not tell you."
 
"It wasn't the dream." He said it fast, before the words could close up in his throat. "I don't think that. I swear. It's a plane with a bad part. It's a different plane, and a different night, and you're alive."
 
"I am alive," said Ilya, and there was a pause, and the line crackled, and in the dark pine-scented car a long way from anywhere Shane heard him begin to cry, openly, in great shuddering gulps, and Shane put his head against the window and cried with him. They stayed on the phone for the rest of the drive. It was more than two hours. They did not say very much. At times Ilya read aloud from the laminated card that the hotel had left by the bathroom sink, in his thick careful English, the list of things that a guest could request from the front desk. At times Shane told him what was going by in the dark. A rest stop with a lit-up pretzel sign. A frozen river. A pickup truck with one headlight, going the other way. Hayden drove, and sang, and at some point stopped singing and drove in silence with his jaw set, and once, when the road rose over a long black hill and a pale line of dawn showed behind a ridge of trees, he reached across and without looking squeezed Shane's knee, twice, and let go.
 
* * *
 
It was ten past six when they pulled into the hotel lot, and the sky over the airport had gone the color of a pearl. The hotel was a squat tan building with a revolving door and a flag hanging limp from a pole, and in the lobby, under a sign that said Welcome Business Travelers, there were about thirty large men in suits and hoodies and team warm-ups, sitting on the sofas and the floor with paper cups of coffee, looking like survivors of a flood. Some of them were asleep. A trainer was walking among them with a clipboard. At the edge of the room, leaning against a pillar with his arms folded, a tall dark-haired man with a nose that had been broken at least three times raised his head as Shane came through the revolving door, and stood up, and walked across the carpet toward him with an expression of such unblinking intensity that Shane stopped in his tracks.
 
It was Ryan Price. He was six foot five. He had once, in the Cup final, put a Voyageur into the glass so hard that the boards were replaced between periods. He stopped in front of Shane, and Shane, who had been threatened by this man in a hallway in his rookie year, looked up at him and waited. Price put out an enormous hand. He took Shane's right hand in both of his own, and held it, and said in a low, gruff, completely sincere voice, "Fourteen twelve. Elevator's on the left. He's been asking for you every ten minutes. I told him you'd be here by six-fifteen. I owe Cliff twenty bucks."
 
"Thank you," Shane said.
 
"Don't thank me." Price let go and rubbed the back of his neck. "I stood in the aisle and I held a kid's hand. Rookie, from Saskatoon. He was shaking. I told him it was fine, I told him I'd done it before." He looked, briefly, at the floor. "I haven't done it before. I just said it. I've never been so scared in my life. And your guy was sitting four rows back with his head down and his hands on his head and he was talking, the whole time, quietly. Russian. I thought he was praying. I asked him, after. He said he was reading you a list of groceries."
 
"A list of groceries?"
 
"He said it was the only thing he could think of to say out loud that wasn't, you know." Price shrugged his big shoulders. "Go on. Go up. He's been sitting on the end of the bed for an hour with his hand around the phone."
 
The elevator was slow and the hallway on the fourteenth floor smelled of carpet cleaner and old toast. A trolley of untouched breakfast trays stood against a wall. Cliff Marlow was sitting on the floor beside a door with his back against the wall and his knees drawn up, a gray-haired veteran in a wrinkled team T-shirt with a plastic hospital bracelet still on his wrist, and when he saw Shane coming down the corridor he got slowly to his feet, in stages, wincing, and stood there holding a pillow. He looked, for the first time since Shane had known him, like a man of forty. "Hey, kid," he said. "I'm going to go sleep in Brad's bathtub. Don't say anything. I've had a long night." He thrust the pillow under his arm. As he passed, he stopped, and put a hand against the side of Shane's face, a large dry rough hand, patted it twice, and went on down the hall without looking back.
 
The door was not locked. Shane pushed it open. The room was dim and overheated, with the curtains drawn across a window that looked out on a parking lot and the pale light of morning leaking round the edges, and there were two beds with rumpled covers and a bag of ice melting in the sink. Ilya was sitting on the end of the nearer bed. He was in a gray Bears T-shirt that was torn at the shoulder and a pair of sweatpants, with his hair standing up in clumps, and his right forearm was wrapped in a bandage from wrist to elbow. There was a scrape along his cheekbone, an angry red graze half hidden by the stubble, and his eyes were swollen and rimmed with red. He was holding Cliff's phone in both hands, between his knees, like a man holding a bird. He looked up when the door opened. For a long second neither of them moved.
 
"Hello," said Ilya.
 
"Hi."
 
"You are late. I was starting to think you were not coming." The old line, the line from a hotel doorway in a dream, came out of his mouth in a rough, cracked, shaking voice and Shane knew it was only coincidence, that it was a plain thing people said, and still he made a noise like a man who has been punched. He crossed the room in three strides. Ilya was on his feet by the second, with his arms already out, and they collided in the middle of the carpet with a force that rocked them both. Shane's arms went around the broad back. He pressed his face into the crook of the neck, into skin that smelled of airport soap and smoke and old sweat and, faintly, under it, of Ilya himself, and the whole long weight of the night went out of him in a shuddering rush, and his knees gave. Ilya held him up. He did it with his good arm, gripping the back of Shane's coat in his fist, and with the bandaged one he cupped the back of Shane's head and held it hard against his shoulder. He was swearing, softly, in Russian, in a voice that cracked and stopped and started again, and Shane could feel his chest heaving.
 
"I have you," Ilya said, finally, in English. "I have you. I have you."
 
"You're warm." It was a stupid thing to say. "You're warm. You're real."
 
"I am so real. I am very hungry and I smell like a, a fire." He drew back, just far enough to take Shane's face between his hands, and looked at him, a long searching look, with wet red eyes. His thumb traced the line of Shane's cheekbone and came away damp. "You look terrible. Did you cry in front of the team?"
 
"In front of Therrien. And twenty guys. On a bench."
 
"Good. I also cried in front of Brad. He cried too. There is no more shame in this life." He leaned down and put his forehead against Shane's, and breathed. "I want to show you a thing. Not now. After. I wrote you a message in the air. I could not send it. It is on this phone. I think I will let you read it, and you will tell me if it is stupid. But first. First I would like to be in a bed."
 
"Okay."
 
"Not for the, not to do the thing. I think. I do not know." A shaky laugh. "I want you to lie down next to me and I want to know that I am in a room with you, and nobody is looking at a screen."
 
They lay down. It was a narrow hotel bed with a scratchy blanket, and Ilya had stretched out on his back with his bandaged arm folded on his chest, and Shane had curled against his side with his head on the good shoulder and one knee thrown across his thighs. The light seeped in at the edges of the curtains and made a pale line across the ceiling. Neither of them spoke. Shane listened to the heartbeat in Ilya's chest, a hard quick steady thud under his ear, and counted it for a long time, and then he found that he had put his hand under the hem of the torn T-shirt and laid it flat against the warm skin of the ribs, because he needed to feel the breathing. Ilya's hand came down over his. They lay there. Then Ilya turned his head, and kissed him, a slow open-mouthed kiss that tasted of salt and stale coffee, and Shane felt it go through him like a current, and when it ended, they were both breathing differently.
 
"I think," Ilya said, against his mouth, "I would like to do the thing."
 
"Your arm."
 
"I have another arm. I have a whole other body." He was smiling a little. "Please. I want to, I want to feel alive. It is a very stupid thing to say. I want to be, I want you to take me and make me stop thinking. Is that bad? Is that a bad reason?"
 
"It's the best reason I've ever heard," said Shane, and rolled over him.
 
He did it carefully. He pulled the torn shirt up over the bandage and off, and kissed the dark bruise that was spreading across the left ribs, a long ugly purple welt from the edge of the seat belt, and the second bruise on the shoulder, and a graze on the hip where the emergency slide had burned through the cloth. He found each hurt in turn. He put his mouth on them and held it there, and Ilya lay with his head back on the pillow and his eyes closed and his good hand tangled in Shane's hair, and breathed in short uneven pulls. When Shane went lower, and pulled the sweatpants down and took him in his mouth, Ilya arched off the mattress with a low broken sound and said his name, once, as if it were something he had thought he would not get to say again. It went on for a long time. Shane took his time, working with his tongue and his hand, learning the rhythm that made the big thighs shake, drawing back whenever it got too close and starting again, and he kept his eyes open the whole time and watched Ilya's face. It was wide open. There was no performance in it, no teasing, nothing held back. Ilya looked like a man who has been pulled from a river and set down on warm sand.
 
"Come here," he whispered at last. "Come up. I want to see you."
 
There was lotion in the bathroom, in a tiny hotel bottle, and a condom in the pocket of Shane's coat from a week he did not want to examine, and they managed. Ilya lay on his back with his knees drawn up and his bandaged arm propped on a pillow, and Shane knelt between his thighs and worked him open with slick fingers, slowly, one and then two, until Ilya was pushing down against them and swearing in a voice that was half a laugh. When Shane finally pushed in, with a hand braced beside Ilya's head and his own breath coming ragged, they both went still. Ilya's eyes were open. They were very blue in the dim room, and wet, and they never left Shane's face. "Okay," Ilya said. "Okay. It is okay. I am here. Do not stop looking."
 
Shane did not stop. He moved in a long, steady rock that built slowly, and between each thrust Ilya's good hand slid up his back and gripped his shoulder, his thigh, the nape of his neck, as if checking that the body above him was whole. It was not rough. It was solemn, and it was also very hot, because Ilya was talking, low and broken, a stream of English and Russian and half-finished sentences. He said that he could feel Shane's heart. He said that he had been counting. He said that he had made a list in the air of everything he had not done yet, the house and the table and the ring and the lake and a thing with a boat, and that he was so angry about the boat. When Shane shifted his angle and Ilya's whole body jolted and he cried out, a short helpless startled cry, Shane bent and kissed his mouth and swallowed the next one. He took him in his hand. He felt the tension gather in the big body, a tightening of the thighs, a hitch in the breathing, and he said, against Ilya's ear, "I've got you. You can. I've got you." Ilya came with a long shuddering groan, spilling over Shane's fist and his own stomach, his head thrown back against the pillow and his mouth open on Shane's name, and the look on his face was so naked that Shane stopped moving for a second, afraid of breaking it.
 
"Do not stop," Ilya gasped. "Please. I want you to."
 
Shane went on. He thrust into the clenching heat in short hard strokes with his face against Ilya's neck, and when it hit him it hit hard and from a long way down, a roar that took the strength out of his arms, and he came with a stifled shout, buried deep, with Ilya's hand clamped on the back of his head. They lay in the wreck of the sheets afterward without speaking. Shane did not pull out for a long time. He lay with his weight on the broad chest, listening to the wild settling beat of Ilya's heart, and felt the big hand stroke slowly up and down his spine, and he thought that he had never in his life been so tired or so unreservedly happy.
 
"Okay," said Ilya, eventually, to the ceiling. "I think I want the groceries now."
 
* * *
 
The message was a note, in the phone's text editor, with no name on it and the date at the top. It had been written between 12:09 and 12:31, according to the little timestamps in the corner, and Ilya sat propped against the headboard with his arm on a pillow and watched Shane read it with the guarded alertness of a man waiting for a verdict. Shane read it in the half dark, with the blanket pulled up over his bare chest and the pale line of morning falling across the page. It was not long. Most of it was in English. At a few places, where the thought seemed to have run ahead of the vocabulary, it dropped into Cyrillic for a line or two and then came back.
 
Shane. If this is the one then I want you to know I was not afraid for me. I was afraid because I did not finish. The house is Sveta's to finish. Give her the table. Tell Mrs. Teixeira I am sorry I will not make the kitchen. Tell my father in the morning that I was thinking of him, and he will not understand, and it is okay. Do not let Sveta carry it all. Do not eat only toast. You are the best thing that happened to me and I did not think I would be allowed it. I would do all of it again. The tea and the key and the stupid stoop. I love you. I love you. I love you. It is a long message. There is nothing else on the plane to do. Always oranges.
 
He had to stop three times. When he reached the end he went back to the beginning and read it again, with the phone held in both hands and his thumb pressed against the edge of the screen, and then he laid it face down on the blanket, and sat quite still. Outside, in the corridor, a cart rattled past. Somebody was running a vacuum cleaner. Ilya had not moved. He said nothing, with an effort that was visible in his jaw, and let the silence stand.
 
"It's not stupid," Shane said. His voice was very rough. "It's the best thing anyone's ever written me. I'm going to keep it. I'm going to put it in the drawer with the notes. I'm going to read it when I'm eighty."
 
"I will make you a new one then. A better one. With no grocery list."
 
"There's no grocery list in it."
 
"I did the groceries out loud." Ilya wiped his nose with the back of his good hand. "I did not want to write that part. It was embarrassing. I said, milk, eggs, the cabbage thing, and the stupid cheese you like. I said it for forty minutes. I think I said the cheese eleven times. Ryan thought I was crazy." He looked at the ceiling. "I had to think about a thing that was in the world. Do you understand? I had to think about a Tuesday. Because if I thought about, about the other part, I would have screamed. And a man who screams on a plane is not a good example to a rookie."
 
"I understand."
 
"I know you do." Ilya shifted, and winced. "That is why I want to say a thing about the dream. I have been thinking it since the plane started to go down. It is a very strange thought to have. I thought, he told me. He told me about the plane in a field, with the, the charter, the one I was supposed to be on and was not. And I thought, I am on it. I am on the one. I am on the plane and not in a hotel with you. And I thought, he was right, he knew it, he saw it, and I was so angry, and I was so frightened that you would think it was your fault." He took a breath. "And then we landed. And I thought, no. He was wrong."
 
"I wasn't wrong. It was a different plane."
 
"That is what I mean. In your dream, I was not on it, because you called me and I stayed. This time I was on it, and the plane did not fall. It is the opposite. Everything is the opposite." He turned his head on the pillow and looked at Shane, steadily, with swollen eyes. "I think the dream is not a, a, how do you say. A prophecy. I think it is a thing that your brain made, from a very hard hit, and some pieces of it are true because they were pieces of you, and some are not. I think you are not a ghost who sees. I think you are a man who is very scared of a plane, with good reason, and I am very glad to be a plane that landed." His mouth twitched. "I am very glad to be a bad prophecy. I would like to be a bad prophecy for fifty years."
 
Shane let out a breath that was half a laugh and half a sob. He put the phone down on the bedside table and slid down into the sheets, and lay with his head on Ilya's good shoulder and his hand over the bruised ribs. After a while he said, into the warm skin, "I thought about Nico."
 
"Say."
 
"When I was on the bench. When it was the two hours. I wasn't only thinking about you. I was thinking, if he's gone, there's nobody who knows the song. There'd be nobody left who could tell me what she looked like when she was asleep." His voice shook. "I know that's selfish. You were on a plane that was falling, and I was grieving a girl who's never been alive. I'm not proud of it."
 
"It is not selfish." Ilya's arm tightened around him. "It is the same grief. It is only a very tall one. You are afraid of losing the people who know where the, the room is. I am a person who knows. I will not be lost. I will tell you every day." He kissed the top of Shane's head. "Tell me the song again. The first line. I have been trying to remember how it goes, in your voice, and I think I have it wrong."
 
So Shane sang it. It was a short, plain, rising phrase in a language he did not speak, which he had learned from a man in a kitchen in a life that had not happened, and he had never sung it aloud to anyone. His voice was unsteady and out of tune and cracked on the third note. Ilya listened with his eyes closed. At the end of the line he made a small noise, and put his hand over his face, and said, in a thick voice, that it was close, that Shane had the vowel wrong in the second word, that his mother had said it more like this, and he sang it back, hoarse and soft and a little flat, in a hotel bed in Syracuse at seven in the morning. They sang it together twice. And then, because there was nothing else to do and because they had both been awake for twenty-six hours, they fell asleep like that, tangled in a knot of limbs and bruises and torn sheets, with Cliff's phone dark on the bedside table and a Do Not Disturb sign swinging gently on the outside of the door.
 
* * *
 
Svetlana arrived at ten past eleven. She had driven from Brookline through the night, five hours in a rented Honda with a wooden spoon on the passenger seat, and she walked into the hotel lobby with her leather jacket zipped to her chin and her hair flat on one side, and Ryan Price, who was still sitting on a sofa with his hands between his knees, rose to his feet in her path like a small mountain and said gravely, "Fourteen twelve. They're asleep." She said that she did not care. She said that if they were asleep she would wake them, and she went up in the elevator with a face like a drawn knife.
 
Shane woke to a pounding on the door. He lay for a few confused seconds with his face in the pillow, not knowing where he was, and then a voice on the other side said in Russian something very loud and very rude, and he sat up with his heart in his mouth. Ilya was already out of bed, wearing a blanket and one sock, and he opened the door a crack and put an eye to it and said in a tone of vast dignity, "I am a wounded man."
 
"You are an idiot," said Svetlana, and walked in, and hit him on the shoulder with the spoon. It made a loud flat crack against the torn shirt. She did it once, and then she threw down the spoon and flung both arms around his neck, and he stood in the middle of the room with his blanket coming undone and held her while she shook. She was crying in great furious gulps, saying things in Russian into his collar. He held her with the arm that worked. He said nothing, and put his cheek against her hair. Shane, who had pulled on a pair of jeans and was standing awkwardly at the foot of the bed, found that he was looking at the carpet, and then she lifted her head and looked at him over Ilya's shoulder with red eyes and a wet face and no expression of embarrassment at all, and held out her free hand, and he came and she pulled him into it too, so that for a long minute the three of them stood in a clump in the middle of a hotel room with the sun coming in around the curtains.
 
"I told you," she said, into somebody's chest, "to buy a plane ticket for the train. I told you in October. The train is a safe thing. I said, take the train to Montreal, a man can sleep on a train, and you said it was too slow."
 
"It is too slow," Ilya said.
 
"I do not care. I am going to buy you a train. Do you hear me? I am going to buy you a whole train."
 
They had breakfast in the hotel restaurant at noon, the four of them and Hayden, who had slept for four hours in the second bed in a stranger's room and emerged looking like a wrung-out sock, and who ate eleven pancakes in silence with the concentrated tenderness of a man who has driven five hours on no sleep and been permitted a moment of peace. The team had been told that a bus would leave for Boston at two. Nobody on the Bears was willing to fly. A few of the younger players had been seen outside in the parking lot, looking up at the sky with their hands in their pockets. Ilya, who was eating scrambled eggs left-handed and badly, said that he would not be taking the bus, because he had a car, and a person to drive it, and he would like to sit in a passenger seat for six hours and look at the trees. Hayden said that he would take the train to Montreal from Albany, and that Jackie would pick him up, and that he had no intention of being in any vehicle with the two of them for six hours when they would clearly be unbearable.
 
"We will not be unbearable," said Ilya.
 
"You're going to hold hands. You're going to do it in front of me, and probably sing."
 
"I will not sing."
 
"He will sing," said Shane.
 
It was a bright, hard, windy afternoon, with a high pale sky and a dirty rind of snow on the shoulders of the highway. They drove east in the gray sedan with its cracked rear window, with Shane at the wheel and Ilya in the passenger seat with his knees against the dashboard, a pillow behind his head and his right arm in its bandage held across his chest. Svetlana had followed in her rented Honda for the first twenty miles and then pulled alongside on a long straight stretch and honked three times, and given them an extremely rude gesture, and sped off ahead. They drove for an hour without talking. The hills were bare and brown and the farms went by under their white lids, and Shane found that he had a hand on Ilya's knee and had been driving that way for some time. It felt like the most natural thing on earth. Ilya, beside him, had fallen asleep again. He had slid down in the seat with his head against the window, and his mouth was a little open, and the ring on his left hand caught the light.
 
He woke up somewhere past Albany. He yawned hugely, and stretched, and looked out at the road, and then he reached for the phone in the cup holder, which Svetlana had left behind with a charger and a note that said DO NOT LOSE THIS ONE. He thumbed it on. He frowned at the screen for a few seconds and then began to type with his left thumb, slowly, one letter at a time, and Shane, who was watching the road, felt his own phone buzz in the pocket of his coat. He took it out at a red light. It said, from Ilya's number, which sat six inches from his elbow: I am in the car. I will be off the car in four hours. I will tell you when. Do not be afraid of the road.
 
"You could just say it," Shane said.
 
"I could." Ilya put the phone down. He looked out of the window at the pale cold land going by, with his scraped cheek against the glass, and a small tired contented smile on his face. "But I think I like the text. It is a good habit. It is the first thing that is ours, a habit. I will do it every time. When I am a very old man in a very bad hotel in Ottawa, I will write, I am in the elevator. I am out of the elevator."
 
"In Ottawa?" Shane said.
 
"Hm?"
 
"You said Ottawa. Why Ottawa?"
 
"I do not know. It is a city." Ilya yawned again. He was quiet for a good while, watching the yellow lines slide by. When he spoke it was in a different voice, soft and flat, with his eyes closed. "I will tell you a thing, and you are not to be alarmed. In the air, when it was bad, I made a list. Not only the groceries. I made a list of the things I want. And I found that it was very short. It had a house, and a table. And it had a, a place where you were in the same city as me, in the same building, at the end of a day. I did not want a, a Cup. I did not want a contract. I wanted to sit in a kitchen with you and have nobody on a plane." He opened one eye and looked at Shane sidelong. "I do not want to be in two cities when it happens. If it happens. I want to be in the same one. I am only telling you. It is not a plan. I have no plan."
 
"Okay," said Shane. He kept his eyes on the road. He found that his hands were not shaking at all. "Okay. Let's think about it."
 
"You do not think I am a baby."
 
"I think you're a man who wants to live in the same city as his husband." It was out before he could stop it, and he heard it, and so did Ilya, who made a small noise and covered his mouth with his good hand. "Fiancé," Shane said. "I meant."
 
"No," said Ilya. "You said it. You said husband." He lowered his hand. He was grinning, behind it, a wide, helpless, tired grin that made the scrape on his cheek crease. "It is a very good word. I like how it sounds in your voice. Say it again, in a year."
 
"I'll say it in July."
 
"You will say it in July," Ilya agreed, and put his head back against the seat, and closed his eyes. The sedan went on east into the afternoon with the cracked window rattling faintly in its frame. Nobody spoke for a long time. The sun slanted in low across the dashboard, and the road ran on, and in the passenger seat a tired man with a bandaged arm slept with his left hand open on his knee and a plain gray ring on his finger, and the man who was driving looked over at him, every so often, to make sure that he was breathing.






      

  












      Chapter 24: Chapter 24: Contracts
  








  Farah had chosen the restaurant, which meant that it was small, dim, expensive, and located in a part of Back Bay where nobody would think to look for two hockey players who had been on every sports page in North America for ten days. She was already seated when they arrived, at a corner table behind a potted fern, with a legal pad, a fountain pen, a glass of sparkling water with three limes in it, and beside her a sandy-haired man in his fifties in a rumpled tweed jacket whom Shane recognized after a second as Leo Adler, Ilya's agent, a gentle rumpled person who had negotiated the Bears contract at eighteen and had been quietly sending Ilya books about financial planning ever since. Ilya had never read one. He said so, immediately, in the doorway, before he had taken off his coat. Leo said that he knew, that he had checked the library records, and that he had come to peace with it.
 
It was the Tuesday after Syracuse. The bruise on Ilya's ribs had gone the yellow-green of an old banana and the scrape on his cheek was a thin brown line, and his wrist was in a brace that he had been told to wear for two weeks and had worn for four days. Shane had slept eleven hours the night before and woken with the odd bright emptiness of a man who has set down something heavy and has not yet found out what to do with his hands. They had spent the weekend in the brownstone, mostly in bed, mostly asleep. On Sunday night, over a pot of Ilya's cabbage soup at the kitchen island, with the dishwasher running and the radiator knocking, Ilya had put down his spoon and said in a very formal voice that he had been thinking, and that he would like to talk to Farah, and to Leo, and that he would like Shane to be in the room. He had said it like a man announcing that he wants to see a lawyer about a will. It had taken Shane several seconds to understand what he meant.
 
"I'm going to say it straight," Farah said, when the waiter had gone and the menus had been closed. She laid her pen across the pad. "You two have invited me to lunch to tell me that you would like to play for the same team. Is that right?"
 
"Yes," said Ilya.
 
"Is that what this is? You've said very little on the phone and Leo has said even less, and I've had a theory since Thursday." She looked from one of them to the other. She had a narrow dark clever face and a way of watching a person while they talked, with her chin on her fist, that made a client feel like a chess problem. "I'd like to hear it from you, in your own words, so that I know you've thought about it and it isn't just the kind of thing a person says when his plane has landed."
 
Shane looked at Ilya. Ilya looked at the fern. It was Shane who spoke, in the end, because he had been rehearsing it in the car and because he had learned that the best way to say a hard thing to Farah was to say it flat. "We're both finishing our entry deals this summer," he said. "We both go restricted. Boston has Ilya's rights and Montreal has mine, and they'll make us offers, and we could sign them, and nothing would change. Two cities. Five hours apart on a good day. Eighty-two games a season in separate buildings and a handful of nights in each other's beds, and every time one of us is on a plane the other one is going to be sitting by a phone." He took a breath. "I don't want that. Ilya doesn't either. We want to be on the same team. We don't care where. We'd rather it was somewhere that wanted both of us, and we'd rather it was a place where it wasn't going to be a circus. That's the whole request."
 
"It is not a, how do you say, a demand," Ilya added. "It is a wish. I have been taught the difference."
 
"Who taught you?"
 
"Sveta. She said, a demand is a thing you say with your hands. A wish is a thing you say with your eyes." He looked at his hands, which were folded on the tablecloth. "I am saying it with my eyes."
 
There was a short silence. Leo Adler, who had been turning his water glass a quarter turn at a time, said mildly that in thirty years of representing hockey players he had been asked for many things, and that he had been asked for a car, a boat, a mother-in-law's mortgage and once a very sad donkey, but that he had never been asked this. He said that he would like to say, before anyone went further, that it was the most sensible request he had ever heard. Farah gave him a look. She said that sensible was not the problem. The problem was that both players had restricted rights, which meant that the teams held all the cards, and that the league had rules about what an agent was allowed to say to a third club before the window opened, and that if she so much as picked up a phone and said the word Ottawa to a general manager, it would be called tampering and there would be a hearing.
 
"Why Ottawa?" Ilya said, slowly.
 
"I'm sorry?"
 
"You said Ottawa. We did not say. I said, I do not mind where." He looked from Farah to Shane and back again, and Shane felt his own face go warm. "Is it a, how do you say, a mind reading."
 
"It's an inference," said Farah. "I've known him six years. He lives in a world where a man's mother is in Ottawa and his father played for the Centaurs for eleven seasons and has a rusted toque with a hole in it on the hook by the door. You said you'd rather it was a place that wanted you both. There are not many such places. There is exactly one in the country where the general manager has been publicly telling the press for two years that she would like to build the next ten years around a top six that could play on the same line without a ceremony. It's Denise Larocque. She was a scout in Ottawa when your father was in the lineup, Shane. She's still on the phone with him at Christmas." She uncapped the pen. "I'm not saying it's Ottawa. I'm saying that if you asked me where, in the entire league, you would be most likely to be left alone, and given the ice time, and looked after, and not made into a billboard, I would say Ottawa and I would say it in about a second."
 
"It is a small city," said Ilya.
 
"It's the capital of a country."
 
"It is a small one for a capital." He seemed to be listening to something inside his own head. "It has a river. And a canal, in the winter, you can skate. Shane said. And it has, how do you say, the thing with the tulips." He turned to Shane. "Is it a place where I can be a person?"
 
"It's a place where nobody will follow you into the grocery store," Shane said. "And my mother will be eleven minutes away and will come over without calling. I should probably mention that."
 
"That is not a problem. That is an asset." Ilya turned back to Farah. His face had set into the hard thoughtful look he wore when he was reading a power play, with the brows drawn together over the crooked nose. "Okay. What do we do. I do not want to do a thing that is, that is a mess. I have seen men do a trade request. They say a thing to the newspaper and the team is angry and the fans burn a jersey. I do not want the fans in Boston to burn a jersey. They were very kind to me. They put the, the, they gave me a banner. They sent a lady with a pie."
 
"She sent three pies," said Shane.
 
"There was a lemon one." Ilya put a hand on his heart. "I cannot be ungrateful. And Shane has Montreal. He has a, an entire city that thinks he is the weather."
 
"Then here is what we'll do," said Farah. "We don't ask for a trade. We do something much more boring. Leo and I go to the Boston general manager and to the Montreal general manager, separately, in the first week of April, in person, with no press, and we tell them exactly what you've told me. That both of you will be signing next season, that neither is looking to leave, and that both of you would like very much to be on the same roster, and that you'd be willing to look at offers from any club that could make that work. We say it respectfully. We say, if you can find a way, we'd like to hear it. We leave the next part in their hands." She tapped the pen against the pad. "They will hate it. They will call it a distraction. But they'll also understand that if they don't take the meeting, you'll sign a one-year bridge in both cities and leave as free agents in two summers, and then they'll have nothing at all. A team that holds a young superstar's rights and refuses to talk is a team that will watch him walk. So they'll talk. And then, I imagine, somebody will call Denise Larocque."
 
"And she says yes?"
 
"She says, where do I sign." Farah allowed herself a small, tight smile. "The thing you need to understand is that you're asking for something a general manager has never been offered. Two players, both centers, both under twenty-three, both former top-five picks, one of them with a Cup, who play off each other like a pair of knives and would be, as of this moment, the most famous married couple in the sport. She'd be an idiot not to take them. And she is not an idiot. She has a very fine sense of timing. I've heard her say that all trades are a matter of who flinches."
 
"Who will flinch?" Shane said.
 
"Everyone," said Farah, and signaled the waiter for the bill.
 
* * *
 
Svetlana did not flinch. She did nothing at all for close to a minute. She sat on the sofa in the brownstone's front room with her legs crossed and a mug of coffee held in both hands, in the gray sweater with the sleeves pushed up, and listened to the whole of it, from the lunch to the plan to the meeting with the general managers, and when Ilya had finished and was sitting in the armchair opposite with his elbows on his knees looking exactly like a boy who has broken a window, she put the mug down on the coffee table, very carefully, and said in a quiet voice, "The house."
 
"Sveta."
 
"The house in Dorchester. The foundation. The twelve oranges and the table. We close on the ninth of April, Ilya. I have a building inspector coming on Thursday. I have a woman at the city who has said she would be happy to attend the opening, and a cook who has quit her job at a very good restaurant for it." She was not looking at him. She was looking at the middle of the rug. "I have spent two months of evenings. And you are going to take the, the, the idea of a house in Boston and carry it to a city where you do not live."
 
"No," said Ilya. "No. It is a Boston house. It will be a Boston house. It will be, I am not going to move it. You will run it. You are the, the director of the board. It is why you have a tab."
 
"I have a tab in a binder. I am not the person who stood on a stoop and said, nobody asks at the door." She lifted her eyes at last, and they were bright and hard and wet. "It is your mother's house. It is not mine. I am the person who finds the pipes."
 
It was a very long time before anyone spoke. In the hall the clock ticked. Shane, who had been sitting on the arm of the sofa trying to be furniture, got up and went into the kitchen, because it seemed like the thing to do, and filled the kettle, and stood with his back against the counter listening to the murmur of two voices in the next room, one low and rough and the other quick and clipped. He heard Ilya say that he was sorry. He heard him say that it was the stupidest thing he had ever done, that he had thought about it for three nights and not said a word, that he had thought, maybe I should not, maybe it is selfish. He heard Svetlana say something in Russian that rose and fell like a slap, and then a long silence, and then the sound of a person crying who did not wish to be heard doing it.
 
When he came back with the tea, Ilya was kneeling on the rug in front of the sofa with his forehead against Svetlana's knees. She had one hand in his hair. She was not looking at him. She was looking at the window, with her jaw working, and tears running down both sides of her face and dripping off her chin onto the gray sweater, and she said in a muffled voice, in English, as if for Shane's benefit, "A house is a thing that is in a place. That is the difficulty. A promise is a thing that goes with a person. I know this. I am not a fool. I am only very angry that I have to say it out loud to a man who has put it in a notebook."
 
"Sveta."
 
"Be quiet. I am speaking." She took a long breath. "You go. You are going. It is correct. I have been waiting for you to say that you were lonely since you were nineteen, and I would be a bad friend if I stood between you and the, and the thing that makes you not lonely. We will do it this way. I will be in Boston and I will run the house, and I will send you a report every Sunday that is two pages long, with a, with a chart. And in three years you will come back and cut a ribbon. And in five years you will build another in Ottawa, because you will be a man with a table, and a man with a table builds a second one." She sniffed. "And I will sit at the head of the first, and I will say that I was right."
 
"You will be right."
 
"I am always right. It is a burden." She wiped her face with the heel of her hand. "Shane. Why are you standing there with the tea like a butler."
 
"I thought you might want some."
 
"I do not. I want vodka. But I will take the tea." She took it, and drank, and made the face of a woman swallowing a small stone, and put the mug down. "It is very bad. Ilya. Get up off my knees, you are crushing my leg. I will say one more thing and then I will go home and be dignified in my apartment. Do not let them make you take less than you are worth, because you feel guilty about a house. The foundation needs a great deal of money. A great deal. I have a chart. And you are going to be very rich, and you are going to pay the cook."
 
"I will pay the cook," said Ilya, solemnly.
 
"You will pay the cook and the night worker and the woman at the door. And you will do a thing every year at the dinner where a man in a suit asks for a check. You will stand up and say, I would like to give one million dollars to the Irina Rozanova House, and he will faint." She stood up. She had gone tall and fierce and straight-backed, in the sweater, with a damp red nose, and she looked down at the two of them, the man on the rug and the man on the arm of the sofa, and her face broke open and ran over. "I am very proud of both of you," she said, in Russian first, and then in English, as if afraid it would not be heard. "Do not make a speech. I am leaving."
 
She left. They heard the front door shut behind her, and her boots on the stoop, and a car door slam. Ilya stayed on the rug for a long time with his arms around his knees. At last he said, to nobody, "She is the only person who has ever loved me enough to be angry," and Shane, who had come down on the floor beside him and put an arm round the broad back, did not say anything at all, because it was true.
 
* * *
 
Coach Therrien took the news in his office on the second floor of the practice facility, behind a desk that looked as though it had been dragged out of a shipwreck, under a framed photograph of a dog. He listened to the whole account with his hands folded across his stomach, looking at the wall behind Shane's head, and then he picked up a pen and set it down. He did this twice. "I'm not going to pretend I didn't see it coming," he said, to the wall. "I've coached a lot of guys through a lot of weather. I've had a guy ask me for a trade because he wanted to be closer to his girlfriend's mother. I've had a guy ask because he didn't like the humidity." He picked up the pen again. "You're the first guy who's ever asked because he wanted to be closer to his plane."
 
"It isn't about the plane."
 
"It's about the plane. It's all right. It ought to be." Therrien put the pen in a cup. "I'll tell you what I told the front office, because they'll ask me. I said you're the best player I've ever coached. I said you're the best captain this club will ever have, whenever they get around to giving you the C, and they will. I said the dressing room would fall apart if you left. I said all of that, and I meant it, and I'll say it again if they call. And then I said, he's twenty-one years old and he's in love, and I can't think of a single good reason in all of hockey to stand between a man and the person he loves." He cleared his throat. "That's the whole speech. I practiced it in the car. I wanted you to hear it from me before you hear anything else from anybody."
 
"Thank you, Coach."
 
"You can thank me by winning a game on Saturday. I'm told we have to play some." Therrien's heavy face worked. "And Hollander. When it happens. Whenever. If it happens. You go down there and you make them a better team, and then you come back to Montreal in a visitor's jersey and you score on us twice. That's what I'd like. I'm going to want you to do it in the first period so I can put the goalie on the bench early."
 
Hayden took it worse. He did not say so. He sat on the end of Shane's bed in the hotel room in Dallas on a Thursday night in March with his hands between his knees, nodding, listening to the explanation, and when it was over he said, in a bright false voice, that it was great, that it was fantastic, that he had been wondering when it would come up. He said that Jackie would be thrilled. He said that she had a theory that Shane would end up in Ottawa, and that she had put ten bucks on it with her sister. He said that he was very happy. Then he stopped talking, and sat there for a while with his jaw working, looking at the carpet between his feet, and at last, in a different voice, quietly, he said, "Man. I'm going to miss you so much."
 
Shane put a hand on his shoulder. Hayden turned, and without any preamble put his arms around him, and held on, hard. He was shaking. He smelled of the hotel shampoo and the cold. "I know it's the right thing," he said, into Shane's shoulder. "I know it. I'm not asking you to stay. I'm just going to say it once. You were the first guy on this team who talked to me when I got called up. I was a mess. I was nineteen and I had a broken nose and I'd been sent down twice. You came over in the locker room and asked if I wanted to get a coffee. I thought, why is Hollander talking to me? He's the guy. He's the guy who's going to be great. And you just wanted a coffee."
 
"I just wanted a coffee," said Shane. His eyes burned. "You were the only person who'd talk about something that wasn't hockey."
 
"We talked about hockey for six hours."
 
"We talked about a movie."
 
"It was a very good movie." Hayden pulled back, and wiped his face on the heel of his hand, and laughed a wet laugh. "I'm going to be fine. Jackie and I are going to come visit. We're going to drive down in the summer and stay in your guest room and use all the towels. I'm going to bring my own pillow. I'm going to be a terrible houseguest. And you're going to come back here in the winter and I'm going to hit you as hard as I can in the corner, as a gesture."
 
"You can't hit me as hard as you can. You've got a wrist."
 
"It's a very strong wrist." Hayden stood up. He looked down at Shane, and his thin sandy face was bright and open and tired. "Hey. Can I say one more thing? Then I'm leaving. It's about the other thing. The thing you told me in Boston, back in the playoffs. About the dream. You said it was a long time. And I don't know how to think about it, and I'm not going to try, I'm a defenseman. But I wanted to say that if somebody gave me a choice between a life I'd imagined and a life I was in, I think I'd pick the one with the pretzels." He gave a crooked grin. "You were there in the hospital. The pretzels were bad."
 
"They were terrible."
 
"I'd still pick them," said Hayden, and let himself out, and Shane heard his footsteps going away down the hall and the ding of the elevator, and sat on the bed with his hand over his mouth, laughing and crying at once, for a long while.
 
* * *
 
Ilya found out on a Wednesday in the middle of the afternoon, at the Bears' practice facility, in a corridor outside the video room, from Cliff Marlow, who had caught him by the elbow as he was leaving and pulled him into a stairwell and said, without any preamble, that he had heard a rumor. The general manager had been taking calls all week. A man from Ottawa had been seen at the airport. Ilya came home that night looking like a man who had been told he had won a prize and was not sure he had understood the rules, and he stood in the kitchen of the brownstone at eleven o'clock with his coat still on, holding a banana, with a face of such complete stunned bewilderment that Shane, who was at the island in the gray sweatpants with a legal pad and a pen, put the pen down.
 
"What happened?"
 
"Cliff said a thing." Ilya looked at the banana. "He said, they are talking. He said, I think it is going to happen. And I thought, I am a happy man. And then I thought, I am going to leave Cliff." He put the banana on the counter, and then picked it up again. "He is, he is my oldest friend. He drove me to my first game, in juniors, in a truck that smelled like a dog. He said a thing in the stairwell, he said, kid, I'm so proud of you I could puke. And I said, I am not going yet. And he said, yeah, you are. And I was so, I was angry. I do not know why. I think I was angry that he is not angry."
 
"Come here," said Shane.
 
Ilya came. He did it slowly, crossing the black-and-white tile in his big boots, and stopped in front of Shane, who was sitting on a stool, and stood between his knees with the banana in his hand and his head bent. Shane put his arms around the broad waist and pulled him in, and Ilya's free hand came down into his hair. They stayed there without speaking. In the garden outside, a light rain was falling on the straw over the raised beds. The refrigerator buzzed in the corner, a low comfortable sound. After a while Ilya said, in a muffled voice, that he did not want to talk any more, and that he would like to do something else, and Shane tilted his head back and looked up at him and said, in the voice he used for the faceoff circle, "Then put the banana down."
 
He put the banana down. He did it with a ceremonial air, on the counter, and then he took Shane's face in both hands and kissed him, a deep slow kiss that tasted of salt and rain, and Shane felt his own breath go out of him. It was a kiss with nowhere to go. It was a long, tender, aching pressure of the mouth, with Ilya's thumbs moving along his cheekbones, and when it ended Ilya leaned his forehead against Shane's and said, very quietly, that he did not want to be sad in this kitchen, because it was a kitchen where he had been so happy. Shane took hold of the front of the wet coat and pushed it off his shoulders, and it fell on the floor. He undid the buttons of the shirt underneath, one at a time, with his mouth following his hands, over the broad chest and the fading bruise, and Ilya leaned against the stool and shut his eyes and let him.
 
It did not take them long. It was not a night for long. Shane slid off the stool and went down on his knees on the cold tile, with the kitchen light bright on his back, and undid the belt, and took Ilya in his mouth, and Ilya's hand clamped into his hair and a low groan came out of his chest that sounded like a man setting down a load. He gave in to it completely. He stood with his head back against the cupboard and his eyes shut, saying Shane's name and a string of soft Russian, and Shane worked at him with his tongue and his throat until the big thighs began to tremble, and then Ilya said hoarsely that he wanted to be inside, that he wanted it on the counter, and Shane got up and was turned and bent over the cool marble, with his sweatpants shoved down around his knees and his forehead against his own folded arm, and heard the click of the drawer where they kept the lube, behind the bread knives, where it had no business being. Ilya went into him in one long careful slide. They both gasped. For a minute neither of them moved, with Ilya's chest hot against his back and Ilya's arm wrapped across his ribs, and then Ilya began to rock, slowly, with his mouth against the back of Shane's neck, and the rain came down in the garden, and the clock in the hall ticked. Shane braced both hands on the counter. He heard himself say yes, and please, and there, and more, in a voice that cracked. When Ilya reached around and took hold of him, hot and slick, he came with a shout that rang off the tile, over Ilya's fist and onto the cupboard door, and Ilya followed a few thrusts after, burying his face against Shane's shoulder with a long shuddering groan.
 
They stayed like that, slumped against the counter in a ruin of clothing, breathing hard. Ilya pressed a kiss to the back of his neck. "I do not know what Cliff will say when I tell him," he said, thickly. "He will say, you are going to a good place. He will say, do not forget us. I will say, I will forget nobody, I will send a pie."
 
"Send three."
 
"Three pies. One lemon." Ilya rested his cheek between Shane's shoulder blades. "I think I have to do it. I think it is correct."
 
"I think so too."
 
"I think we will be very happy in a small city with a river." He yawned. "Is that cabinet door going to have a stain?"
 
"Probably."
 
"Good," said Ilya, with enormous satisfaction. "It will be a history."
 
* * *
 
The meetings in April were short, cold, and conducted in rooms with no windows. Farah and Leo took them one at a time, in the same navy suits, with the same two folders, and each time they came away looking like a pair of surgeons who had delivered a baby in an elevator. The Boston general manager was a heavy, wounded, courteous man named Frank Delahunt who had signed Ilya out of a Russian junior league at eighteen and still sent him a card on his birthday, and he had listened to the request in silence and then asked for a glass of water. The Montreal general manager, Isabelle Gagnon, a brisk gray-haired woman in her sixties with a voice like a closing door, had heard it out and said that she had been waiting for somebody to say it since the Cup final, and that the Voyageurs would, of course, be making a qualifying offer. Both of them said no. Both of them said it politely, and both said it with the air of people who had said no to a great many things in their lives and were not going to stop at this one. Farah said that this was a perfectly normal opening, and that in her experience the word no was a placeholder that meant not yet.
 
The Bears lost in the second round, in six games, on a Tuesday in May. Ilya came home from the arena at midnight and sat in the kitchen for an hour in his suit with a bottle of beer he did not drink, and when Shane came down in his bare feet and sat beside him he said only that it had been a good year, and that it had been a good team, and that he was a person who had won one Cup and been given a very large and unfair share of luck. The Voyageurs had gone out in the first round three weeks earlier, to a goalie who had stood on his head for four games and a half. Shane had spent the days since in a state of idle restlessness, running along the river in Montreal with his headphones in, thinking about nothing, working on his shot in an empty rink at six in the morning with Hayden feeding him pucks. They had not talked about Ottawa. They had talked about the movie.
 
The call came on the twenty-second of May, a Friday, at ten past nine in the evening, and it was not Farah. It was his father. David Hollander did not call on Fridays. He called on Sundays, at six, for exactly nineteen minutes, and he had never in Shane's life picked up the telephone on any other day without a reason. "Denise Larocque's coming to dinner on Wednesday," he said, without any preliminary, in his flat dry level voice. "Your mother's making the cabbage rolls. She'd like you both to be here. She said to tell you it's not an ambush."
 
"It's an ambush."
 
"It's an ambush with cabbage rolls." There was a rustle, and David seemed to move the receiver to his other ear. "She's called me twice. She said she's been working on something and she can't say what, and she'd like to come to the house and eat a meal like a person. I told her it was a free country. I said, bring a bottle." A pause. "I know you can't talk about it. I'm not asking. I'm saying that if you'd like to be somewhere on Wednesday that happens to be in my kitchen, I won't ask any questions and your mother will cry."
 
They drove up on the Wednesday. It was a warm bright evening, the first real heat of the year, with the lilacs in full flower along the highway and the fields on either side a violent new green, and Ilya, in the passenger seat with his window rolled down and his elbow on the sill, was in a state of great calm. He had put on his good gray sweater. He had refused to let Shane stop for a gift, saying that a man did not bring chocolates to an ambush, and then had made him pull over at a farm stand outside Kemptville and bought two flats of strawberries and a jar of maple syrup and a tiny live frog in a plastic cup, which he said was for Milo, and which he then spent several miles trying to keep out of the sun. At the end of the gravel road the house was waiting with all its windows lit. Yuna came down the porch steps at a run. She hugged Ilya first, which she had never done, and then she hugged Shane, and then she hugged the frog.
 
Denise Larocque arrived at six-thirty in a dented green Volvo. She was a woman of fifty-eight in a black blazer and gray slacks, with a gravelly smoker's voice she had given up smoking to lose and a cap of cropped white-blond hair, and she stepped out of the car with a bottle of red wine in one hand and a large paper bag in the other and looked up at the house with an expression of unfeigned pleasure. David was on the porch. He had put on a collared shirt. "Davey," she said, in a rough, delighted voice. "You got old."
 
"You got a title."
 
"I got a title, a bad back, and a very long list of men who want me dead." She mounted the steps. They embraced, briefly and awkwardly, like two people exchanging a package. She was the shorter by a head. She handed him the paper bag and said that it was from the bakery on Elgin that he used to love, the one with the butter tarts, and he looked into it and said nothing for several seconds. Then she turned, and looked at the two young men standing in the doorway in their good sweaters, and her face changed. It sharpened. It was a hard, clever, warm face with a great many lines around the eyes, and when she spoke it was in the dry level tone of a person laying down a hand of cards. "I'm not going to talk shop at the table," she said. "Your mother's cooking and I know better. We're going to eat, and I'm going to ask Ilya about Estonia, and your father's going to tell the story about the beaver. And afterward I'm going to take the two of you out on the porch and tell you something, and you'll have to forgive me, because I've been practicing it for three months."
 
Dinner lasted three hours. Yuna had made the cabbage rolls and a mound of buttered potatoes and a cucumber salad in sour cream and a pie, and Ilya ate with a deep absorbed delight, praising each dish in turn and asking for the recipe for the potatoes. David told the story about the beaver. It involved a canoe, a thunderstorm, and a goalie from Thunder Bay who had been terrified of water, and Larocque, who had heard it forty times, laughed until she wheezed. She asked Ilya about Tallinn. She asked about his father, with a straightforward gentleness that made Shane look at her more closely, and Ilya told her about the care home and the puck, and she listened with a hand flat on the tablecloth, nodding, and did not say she was sorry. She said instead that her own mother had spent six years in a place in Sudbury, not knowing her name, and that the thing she remembered best was that the old woman had been very happy. "She thought I was her sister," Larocque said. "I let her. It was the best conversation we'd had in thirty years."
 
It was after nine when she pushed back her chair. The light was going orange over the lake and the screens on the porch were full of moths. She led them outside, to the old wooden bench where Shane had laced his skates every winter of his childhood, and she sat on the railing with her back against a post and took a slim black folder from her blazer, and she did not open it. "I'll tell you what's in here," she said. "I won't show you. You'd only read it wrong. Frank Delahunt's a good man, and he's been a very difficult man for six weeks. Isabelle Gagnon's a very good executive, and she's been a very difficult woman for seven. Both of them have called me, separately, in the last month. Both of them said they had heard a rumor." She tilted her head. "They said, Denise, are you tampering. And I said, Frank, I have not spoken to either of the boys, nor to either of their agents, nor to their mothers, in my life. I've spoken to Davey. About butter tarts."
 
"Ms. Larocque," said Shane.
 
"Denise. And let me finish. I've been in this league for thirty-four years, and I've been the general manager of this club for six, and I've traded for a lot of hockey players. I've never traded for two at the same time who wanted to be on the same team for a reason other than money." She held up a hand. "I'm not saying it's unusual that you want it. I'm saying nobody in my line of work has ever known what to do with it. You see, I could get one of you. That wouldn't be hard. But the two of you together, with the cap as it stands, would take an act of God, a very favorable bank and a team that was willing to be, I think the word is, generous. Here is what I did. I went to the owner, who's a very difficult man, and I told him I wanted to spend the next four years building a team around two centers who would be the most famous couple in hockey history, and he said, isn't that a risk? And I said, sir, a hockey team is nothing but risk. It's a ship full of people who might die of boredom. I said, give me the money."
 
"And?" said Ilya.
 
"And he said yes. He said, I've never been so frightened in my life, do it." She smiled a small, dry, satisfied smile. "I've spent three weeks on the phone. I have a deal with Boston. They'll give up your rights for our first-round pick this June and a defenseman I've been trying to get rid of for two years, a nice boy, a little slow, and a conditional pick in the third. They think they've robbed me. And I have a deal with Montreal, and they will take a veteran goalie of mine who's been very unhappy in my crease, and a first-round pick next year, and a very good prospect from Gatineau who I'm told has a wicked shot. They think they've robbed me too. They're both right. I'm paying a ridiculous price. I'd pay twice as much." She gave the folder a tap. "The numbers on the contracts, I'll leave to Farah and Leo. I'll say that I've left a lot of room. I've cleared forty million dollars off my books since March and I've done it by being rude to a great many people in a great many time zones. All I want in return is for you both to come here and play hockey like you did in the final."
 
Nobody said anything. The moths bumped softly against the screen. Down at the water's edge a frog started up, a single deep note, and was answered from across the cove. Shane found that he was gripping the arm of the bench with both hands. He looked at Ilya, who was sitting very straight beside him in the lilac dusk with his mouth slightly open, and a tear was running down the side of his nose and falling off his chin onto the gray sweater, and he did not seem to know it. "Is it true?" Ilya said, hoarsely. "It is not a joke? It is a thing that is going to happen?"
 
"It's going to happen on the twenty-sixth of June, in the middle of the afternoon, during a break in the draft. There'll be two press releases. I'd like you to be in Ottawa when they go out. I'd like you to stand next to each other in a Centaurs jersey and say something stupid for a camera." Larocque put the folder back in her blazer. "And I'd like you to know, because it's the one thing I couldn't put in a contract, that this isn't going to be a circus. I've talked to every player in my room. I did it in April, one at a time, in my office, with the door shut. I said, there's going to be a thing. I said, I want to know if there's a problem. I've got a captain from Newfoundland who said, Denise, I'll feed them breakfast. I've got a rookie who cried. I've got a goalie who said that if anybody said a word he would hit them in the knee with his blocker. There isn't a problem. I'd stake my job on it. And Pelletier, my coach, who's a very taciturn man, only asked whether Ilya could learn to stop swearing at the referees in two languages at once."
 
"I will try," said Ilya, in a very small voice.
 
"No, you won't. But it was a nice thing to promise." She slid down from the railing. She stood in front of them, short and square in the failing light, and looked from one to the other, and her face went gentle in a way that seemed to cost her something. "Davey told me once, in nineteen ninety-six, in a hotel bar in Buffalo, that the only thing he wanted for his kid was that he'd get to be a hockey player and a person. At the same time. I said, that's not a thing a man can ask for. He said, I know." She cleared her throat. "I'm going back in. I'm going to eat some of that pie. I'll leave the two of you alone for a while. I can feel a thing coming that I'm not equipped for."
 
She went in. The screen door banged. A long time passed on the porch while the frog sang, and the lake went from orange to violet and from violet to black. Ilya had both hands over his face. He was not making a sound. His shoulders shook very gently, and when Shane put an arm around him and drew him in, he turned and buried his face in Shane's neck and held on with a grip that hurt. "Same team," he said, in a muffled voice. "Same team. Same rink. Same, same bus. I will sit next to you on the bus. I will be so annoying. I will put my feet on your seat."
 
"You'll put your feet on my seat."
 
"I will put the whole of my body on your seat." He lifted his head. His face was wet, shining, wrecked and radiant, and he wiped it with both palms. "Shane. Shane. Are you, tell me you are not afraid. I want you to say it. You have a room, in Montreal, and a city, and a Hayden, and a, a river, and I am taking you from it. I am afraid I am a very selfish man."
 
"I'm a little afraid," said Shane. It was true. He looked out over the dark water where his grandfather's boathouse stood against the sky, and the light from the kitchen window lay across the grass in a long yellow oblong. "I'm going to miss Montreal like a limb. I'm going to miss Hayden every day. And I'm going to walk into a dressing room full of strangers who might turn out to be fine, or might turn out to be not. But I'm not afraid of the thing I'd be afraid of if I stayed. I'd be afraid every single time you got on a plane for the rest of my life." He took Ilya's left hand and turned it over, and looked at the ring. "I'd rather be scared of a dressing room."
 
"Okay," said Ilya.
 
"There's one more thing." It came out before he had decided to say it. "The hills. North of the city. Across the river, in Quebec. The Gatineau. In the dream, that's where, there was a pond. That's where I taught her to skate, I mean where you did. In the dream. And a cottage on a lake, farther up. I want you to know that before we go house hunting, before we sign anything. I don't want you to be in a place that's his. I don't want you to look at a pond and think, he's seeing the other one."
 
Ilya was quiet for some time. He sat looking at the lake, in the thick warm dark, with his hand in Shane's, and when he spoke it was in a voice that was thoughtful and entirely without alarm. "Then we will not live in the hills," he said. "We will live in the city. We will find a house with a bad kitchen and a good window, and it will not have a pond. And if you want to take me to the pond one day, in the winter, I will go. I will stand on it and fall down. It will be my pond, then, and it will have a, a very bad skater on it." He leaned his head against Shane's shoulder. "I am not afraid of a pond. I am afraid of a man who is afraid of a pond. Do you see? I would like to take you to the pond, one day. When it is ours."
 
"One day."
 
"One day. After the wedding. With a thermos." He smiled, in the dark. "Come. Your mother has pie. And I have a frog to deliver."
 
* * *
 
The trades went through on the twenty-sixth of June at ten minutes past three in the afternoon, during the second round of the draft, and the two of them watched it happen on a laptop at the kitchen table of the Hollander house with Yuna holding Ilya's hand in her left one and Shane's in her right. Larocque had not lied. There were two announcements, posted three minutes apart, and underneath each of them a photograph, the old one from the media guide, a young man in a Bears sweater and a young man in a Voyageurs sweater, and neither of them looked anything like himself. The commentators talked for forty minutes. A man in a bad suit said it was the most extraordinary day in the history of the league. A woman said that she had no words, and then spoke for six minutes. In the middle of it all Ilya's phone, lying face up on the table, began to vibrate and could not be stopped, buzzing itself in a slow circle across the wood, and it was Svetlana, who had sent forty-one messages in a row, the last of which said, in capitals, I AM NOT CRYING IT IS A SPRING ALLERGY.
 
They stood side by side at a podium on the Saturday morning in the press room of the Centaurs' arena, in the new navy and silver jerseys with the gold crest, and said what Larocque had asked them to say. Shane's voice was steady. He thanked Montreal. He thanked Isabelle Gagnon and Coach Therrien and the fans, and said that he would carry the city with him, and meant every word. He said that the best decision he had ever made had been the decision to ask for this. Ilya thanked Boston. He said that it was a good city, and that he had been very happy there, and that he was sorry about the pies. He said that he wanted to play on a team where he could look to his left, in the third period, and see the person he loved, and know that nothing in the world could happen to either of them that they would not do together. There was a silence in the room. A reporter near the back, a big sunburned man who had been writing about hockey since the nineteen-nineties, took off his glasses and wiped them. Then a girl in the second row, who could not have been more than twenty-three, started to clap.
 
Shane had cleaned out his stall the day before. It had been a gray quiet afternoon in the Montreal practice facility, with the building empty except for an equipment manager and a very old Zamboni driver who had stopped his machine to watch from the tunnel. He had packed his skates and his gloves and the framed photograph of his father's junior team and the three sticks he had broken in the Cup final and kept for no reason. He had taken down the picture from the wall, a snapshot taped inside the cubby of himself and Hayden at sixteen, at a junior camp in Kingston, two skinny boys in oversized jerseys with their arms across each other's shoulders. And at the bottom of the cubby, pushed to the back behind a loose board where a man would only find it if he was looking, he had found a plastic bag of vending-machine pretzels, a little crushed, with a sticky note stuck to the front in Hayden's crooked capitals. It said, FOR HOLDING. NOT FOR EATING. The bag was a year old. It had expired in February. Shane had stood in the empty stall with it in his hands, and had put it in his coat, and had not gone back for the next three boxes for a quarter of an hour.
 
* * *
 
They closed on the house on the thirtieth of June. It stood on a street in the Glebe, three blocks from the canal, a tall narrow red-brick house of the nineteen-twenties with a deep front porch, a sagging maple in the yard, and a back garden the size of a tablecloth, which the realtor had said, in the tone of a woman admitting to a flaw, was a little wild. Ilya had picked it on the first afternoon. He had walked in through the front door, past the realtor with her clipboard and her folder of comparable sales, down the hall, and into a kitchen at the back that was too small and had a stove from the nineteen-seventies and a window over the sink that faced east. He had stood in the middle of the linoleum with his hands in his pockets and said, in a voice that came out very quiet, that it was the one. Shane had asked how he knew. Ilya had said that it had a good window, and that the light would be right in the morning, and that a man could stand in front of that sink and look at the maple and be happy. He had not said anything else.
 
It was the second floor that undid Shane. He had known that it would. He had braced himself in the car, and on the porch, and on the stairs, with his hand on the banister and a very steady expression, and he went through the master bedroom without a flicker, and the bathroom, and the little study at the front with its built-in shelves. The door at the end of the hall was open. It was a small square bedroom at the back, with a sloping ceiling, a deep window seat, and a view of the garden and the maple and the neighbor's yellow shed, and the afternoon light came in through the leaves in moving patches and lay across the bare floor. It was empty. It was swept, and clean, and faintly smelled of lemon polish and dust. He stood in the doorway for a long time. He could see exactly where the bed would go. He could see the hall light, left on, and a night-light shaped like a moon, and a nine-year-old drawing on the window seat in the long gold evenings of June, and he could hear, clearly, from the room across the landing, a man's voice singing a short plain rising phrase in Russian, over and over, very low.
 
He did not know how long he stood there. He slid down the doorframe to the floor, finally, and sat with his back against the wood and his knees up, looking at the patches of light on the boards. It was not like the stoop. He was not crying. He felt very still, and very far from everything, and it seemed to him with a flat clear sorrow that he was grieving a room he had never lived in for a child who had never been born in a house he had never owned. It was an absurd thing to grieve. He knew that. He had said it to Dr. Bhatt, on a Monday, in the same words. She had said that the absurdity was not a reason for it to hurt less. She had said that a person was allowed to be sad about a thing for no reason except that he had loved it.
 
He did not hear Ilya come up the stairs. A shadow fell across the boards, and then the big warm body lowered itself down onto the floor beside him, and an arm came round his shoulders. Ilya did not say anything. He sat with his back against the doorframe on the other side, with his long legs stretched out across the threshold, looking at the window seat. After a while he said, in a low voice, "It is a good room."
 
"It's a very good room."
 
"It has the good window. It has the tree." Ilya turned his head. His face was calm and unguarded and a little tired. "I will tell you what I think, and you are allowed to say no. I think we do not call it hers. I think we do not call it a, a name. I think we call it the room with the window. And it is empty, and it stays empty, for a long time, because we are not in a hurry. We have a wedding. We have a season. We have a very bad kitchen." He rubbed his thumb along Shane's shoulder. "And if there is a day when someone sleeps in it, a day I do not know, I want it to be a person who is only themselves. I want to look at them and not see a girl in a, in a yellow dress. I want to see whoever comes. Is that possible? Is it a thing a person can do?"
 
"I don't know," said Shane. His voice was barely there. "I think I want it to be."
 
"Then we will try. And if it is not possible, we will know, and we will say so, and we will do a different thing." He drew a long breath. "And until then we will put a chair in it. A very ugly chair. A chair where a man can sit when he is sad about a girl."
 
Shane laughed. It came out of him cracked and wet, and he put his head down on his knees. "A chair."
 
"The ugliest chair in Ottawa. I will find it. I will go to a store for old furniture and I will say, I would like your worst chair, it is for a man who is very brave." He leaned over and pressed his mouth to Shane's temple. "I am not afraid of the room. Remember that. I am very glad of it. It is the room where you are allowed."
 
They moved a mattress in that night. It was the only furniture the house owned, a king-size on a bare frame, delivered by two grunting young men who had refused a tip and asked, shyly, for an autograph for their mother. They had it set up in the master bedroom at the front, under a window that looked onto the street, and they opened every window in the house to catch whatever air the night would give. The June dark came down slowly, blue, then violet. Somewhere down the block a screen door slammed and a woman called a child in for bed. A boy of about ten rode by on a bicycle with a hockey stick across the handlebars, and Ilya, standing at the window in his shorts with a slice of pizza in his hand, leaned out and waved. The boy stared. He wobbled, righted himself, and pedaled off at speed, and they heard his voice go up the street, thin and shrill, shouting something about a man in a window.
 
"That is going to be a problem," Ilya said, with great contentment. He pulled the blind half down and turned. "I am going to be the man in the window. For the, for twenty years."
 
"You're going to be the man in the window who owes everyone an autograph."
 
"I will do an autograph for a, for a bicycle." He put the pizza down on the sill, and came across the bare floor, and sat on the edge of the mattress. He looked at Shane, who was lying on his back with his arms behind his head in the gray T-shirt, watching him. It was warm in the room. A faint breeze lifted the curtain, and the streetlamp painted a pale square on the ceiling. Ilya drew his shirt over his head and let it drop. He did it slowly, with his gaze on Shane's face, and then he put a knee on the mattress and leaned down, and kissed him, a long lazy kiss, tasting of tomato and basil and the beer from the fridge, and said against his mouth, "First night. We have to christen it."
 
"With what?"
 
"With a very great deal of respect." He lowered himself, and Shane felt the weight of him settle along his whole length, warm and heavy, and the slow roll of hips against his own. It was a kiss they had done a thousand times and it was never the same. Ilya's hands went under the gray shirt and pushed it up, and Shane lifted his arms, and then they were skin to skin in the hot dusk, with the sheets still smelling of the plastic they had come in, and the ring on Ilya's left hand pressed against Shane's ribs, a small cool circle in a warm room. They went slowly. There was no hurry in it, and no desperation, only the long, happy, drawn-out pleasure of two men in a house with no one else in it. Ilya kissed down his chest, over the ribs and across the flat of the stomach, and took his time, with his hands spread on Shane's hips, until Shane was arching up off the mattress with his head pressed back into the pillow and his fingers tangled in the black hair. He heard himself laugh, a short astonished breathy sound, at nothing, at the sheer idiot fact of being here, and felt Ilya's mouth smile against his skin.
 
"What?" Ilya murmured.
 
"Nothing. I'm happy." He pulled him up by the shoulders. "Come here. I want you inside me. I want to do it in our house."
 
"It is not our house until the paper."
 
"We signed the paper at four."
 
"Then it is ours." Ilya reached for the bag at the side of the mattress, where they had thrown the unpacked boxes, and came up with the lube and a condom, and a look of pure triumph. "I put it in the first box. Before the dishes. A man must know his priorities." He settled back between Shane's thighs and worked him open with long slick fingers, one and then two, his eyes never leaving Shane's face, until Shane was pushing back against his hand and saying his name in a ragged whisper. When he finally slid in, they both groaned, a low shared sound in the quiet, and Ilya paused with his forehead against Shane's and his breath coming short. Then he began to move. It was a long slow roll of the hips that built and built, with the curtain stirring at the window and the streetlamp on the ceiling and the old floor creaking under the frame, and Shane wrapped his legs around his waist and held on to the broad back and let it carry him. It went on for a long time. Neither of them spoke much. At some point Ilya took his left hand and pressed it to the mattress beside Shane's head, the ring against the ring, the plain dark platinum and the plain light titanium, and laced their fingers together and held on. When the end came it came from a long way off, rolling up through him in a series of slow hot waves, and he cried out into Ilya's shoulder and felt him follow, with a deep broken groan and a shudder that went all the way down the long body, and then the two of them lay still, heaving, sweat-slick, wrapped around each other in the warm blue dark.
 
They did not move for a long time. After a while the breeze freshened and lifted the curtain, and cooled the sweat on their backs, and from a long way off came the sound of a train on the line by the river, a low rising whistle that faded into the trees. Ilya had rolled onto his back with Shane's head on his chest. He lay with his eyes on the pale square on the ceiling and one hand moving slowly up and down Shane's spine. His heart was slowing. It was a good sound. It was the best sound Shane knew.
 
"Husband," Ilya said, softly, to the ceiling, trying it out. "In four weeks. Do you think we will be ready?"
 
"I think we'll be a mess."
 
"I think we will be a very beautiful mess." He turned his head, and pressed his lips into Shane's hair. "I am going to say a thing, and then I am going to sleep. I would like you to know that I am not afraid of anything tonight. I do not think I have said that since I was a child. I looked for the word in the car, and it is, it is a very simple word. It is only, home. I do not mean the house. The house is a good house, it has a good window. I mean the other thing. I mean that if I stood in a field with no house and you were standing there, it would be this."
 
Shane did not trust his voice. He turned his face into the warm skin and breathed, and after a time he felt Ilya's arm tighten across his back, and heard his breathing deepen, and slow, and settle, into the long even rhythm of a man who sleeps like a dead horse. The streetlamp buzzed outside. Somewhere down the block a boy was bouncing a ball against a wall, a steady patient thud, thud, thud, and then a shout, and a clatter, and a long silence. The sound of a street with children in it. He lay awake for a good while, looking at the ceiling, with the ring on his hand and a man asleep under his cheek. It occurred to him, quite gently, that he had not thought about the dream for eleven hours.
 
He reached for his phone on the floor and found, under a dozen congratulatory messages, a single text from Svetlana that had come in at ten past eleven. It said, in capitals, WELL? IS THE WINDOW GOOD? And under it, because she was the kind of woman who would not leave a thing unfinished, TELL THE STUPID ONE THE CHART IS COMING ON SUNDAY. IT HAS COLORS AGAIN.
 
He typed, The window is very good. He thought for a second, with his thumb hovering over the screen, and added, We're home. He pressed send. Then he put the phone face down on the floor, and closed his eyes, and slept.
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  The province of Ontario gave Hayden Pike permission to marry people on the Monday before the wedding, for one day only, in return for a form, a fee, and a letter of character from Farah, who had written that he was the most reliable man she had met in professional hockey. Hayden had the letter framed. He carried the certificate of appointment up the gravel road to the Hollander house on Wednesday afternoon in a plastic sleeve, held out in front of him in both hands like a man delivering a cake, and he stood in the middle of the kitchen with Gordie leaning against his legs and read the whole of it aloud to Yuna, including the paragraph about the Marriage Act, while she stirred a pot of something with dill in it and nodded at the right places. Jackie, behind him, held a suit bag over one shoulder and a casserole dish in both arms and mouthed to Shane across the room that he had been doing this since Kingston. He had been practicing his lines in the car for four hours. He had practiced them at the gas station in Perth, to a woman buying lottery tickets, who had asked if it was for a school play.
 
The legal part had been done the Tuesday before, at city hall on Laurier, in a small beige room with a flag and a stapler, in front of a clerk who had told them at the door that she did not follow hockey and would be treating them like anyone else. She had been as good as her word. She had checked their passports, asked them to confirm their names and the absence of any previous marriages, and watched without expression as Ilya, who had worn his gray suit and a tie he had retied four times in the elevator, signed his full name on the line and then put the pen down and covered his face with both hands. Svetlana and Farah had stood as witnesses. Farah had cried quietly into a handkerchief that she produced from her sleeve as though she had been carrying it for six years in case of this exact event. Svetlana had not cried. She had watched the clerk stamp the form with the stern attention of a woman auditing the stamp, and afterward, on the sidewalk, in the hot noon glare off the glass of the office towers, she had told them both that they were now legally married and that the ceremony on Saturday was therefore a party, and that nobody was to be nervous at a party. Ilya had said that he had never been so nervous at a party in his life. Shane had said that he had not either, and they had stood on the pavement holding each other by the elbows like two men on a boat while a bus went by.
 
Svetlana had arrived at the lake on Wednesday morning, in a rented gray car with a trunk full of folders, and she had walked into the Hollander kitchen at ten past nine with the green binder under one arm and her sunglasses pushed up into her dark bob and had looked at Yuna, who looked back at her with a wooden spoon in one hand. They had met twice, at the engagement dinner and on a video call. There was a silence in which Shane, standing at the fridge with the milk, understood that he was watching two commanders inspect each other's armies. Then Svetlana set the binder on the table, opened it to the tab marked KITCHEN, and said that she had taken the liberty of making a chart of what would be cooked by whom and at what hour, that she was aware it was Mrs. Hollander's house and kitchen, and that she would be happy to burn the chart if Mrs. Hollander found it offensive. Yuna put down the spoon. She said that she had been planning to make a chart herself and had been too embarrassed, and that she would like to see the one with the colors.
 
"There are no colors," said Svetlana. "It is a wedding. I decided."
 
"Then I will lend you my highlighters," said Yuna, and went to a drawer, and came back with a packet of twelve in a plastic case, and that was how the two of them became, within about eleven minutes, a single organism with four hands and one opinion about the caterers. Shane was sent out of the kitchen. He was told to find his father. His father was at the end of the dock with a coffee, in the old brown jacket and the toque with the hole in it despite the heat, looking at the water, and when Shane sat down on the boards beside him and said that the two of them were in there mapping out the entire weekend by the quarter hour, David said, without turning his head, that he had been married for thirty-one years and had never once known what time anything was going to happen, and that he intended to keep it that way.
 
By Thursday evening the place was full. The cars had come up the gravel road all afternoon in twos and threes and parked in the long grass behind the boathouse in whatever order they arrived, and a number of people who had never been introduced were sitting together on the porch steps with paper plates, discussing the weather. Ilya's friends from Boston had come in a rented van. Cliff Marlow had driven it, with the seat pushed back as far as it would go and a pretzel the size of a hubcap on the dashboard, and in the back were Ryan and his boyfriend Fabian, who were holding hands without any self-consciousness in front of the Hollanders' neighbors, and Brad, who had slept through the whole drive, and a very old man named Ed from the Bears' equipment room who had asked at the border whether the lake had fish and had been told that it did. Cliff got out of the driver's seat in stages. He unfolded his arms and legs one by one and stood in the gravel with his hands on his lower back looking up at the house and the long yellow lawn and the water behind it, flat and bright under the evening sun, and said in his flat Dorchester voice that he had spent his life in places with a view of a parking lot and that he would like to go to bed now, in case he woke up and found it had been a dream.
 
"It is not a dream," said Ilya. He had been waiting on the porch. He came down the steps in his bare feet and put both arms around Cliff, who endured it for a count of five and then patted him on the back with a hand the size of a skillet. "It is only a lake. Come inside. There is a woman who has made enough food for a siege."
 
"Kid," said Cliff, into his shoulder. He did not say anything more for a while. When he let go he wiped his nose with the back of his wrist in a way that suggested it was a hay fever matter. "You look good. You look like a person. I'm gonna say this once and then I'll go back to being an asshole. I drove you to your first junior game in a truck that smelled like a wet dog, and you asked me in the parking lot if it was normal to want to throw up, and I said yeah, kid, it's normal, and I didn't say that the thing I was worried about was whether anybody would ever look after you off the ice. And now they do. So. That's it. I'm gonna go find the pretzel."
 
"You are carrying the pretzel."
 
"I'm gonna go find the other one," said Cliff, and went up the steps, and Ilya stood looking after him with his hands hanging at his sides. Shane, who had watched from the lawn with a beer, saw him touch the corner of his eye with a knuckle. Ryan came around the van a minute later and punched Ilya in the arm, hard, in greeting, and Fabian kissed him on both cheeks and said that he had already seen the lake and that it was fine for a lake but that he intended to be photographed in front of it at the golden hour in the white linen shirt and would everybody please arrange their schedules accordingly. Ryan said that Fabian had been planning the shirt for three weeks. Fabian said that Ryan had been planning to cry at the ceremony for longer than that and that it was embarrassing for a man his size.
 
The Centaurs came on Friday in a single noisy convoy. Denise Larocque led it in the dented green Volvo, with a box from the Elgin Street bakery on the passenger seat and the windows down, and behind her came the captain, a broad red-bearded man from Corner Brook named Dougie Penney who had said he would feed them breakfast and had meant it literally, and he got out of his truck with a cooler of Newfoundland sausages that he began to set up on the Hollanders' barbecue before he had been introduced to anybody. Behind him came two defensemen and a goalie and a very young winger with enormous ears who said, to Yuna, at the foot of the porch steps, that he was so sorry to be here, that he had not been sure he was supposed to come, that his mother had made him bring a casserole. Yuna took the casserole. She told him that nobody had ever been sorry to be at her house in thirty-one years, and that he could put his hands in his pockets, and he did, and stood there looking relieved and slightly dazed. His name was Troy Barrett. Shane had played against him twice. In both games Troy had spent most of his shifts trying to look as though he was not staring at Ilya, and had been staring.
 
Harris Drover came last, in a small blue hatchback, with a laptop bag over one shoulder and a lanyard still around his neck from the arena that morning. He was the Centaurs' social media manager, a lean, quick, cheerful young man in a pale blue button-down, and he had been given the job of the music on the grounds that nobody else in the organization could be trusted with it. He shook Shane's hand with both of his. He said that it was an honor, that he had made a list, that it had four hundred and twelve songs on it, that he had cut it down to a short list of nine and that Ilya had agreed to pick one for the dance and then had refused to listen to any of them in advance. "He says he wants to hear it for the first time at the wedding," Harris said, with the air of a man reporting a mild medical symptom. "He says it will be more honest. I told him the sound system might have a problem and he said, then we will dance to the problem."
 
"That sounds like him."
 
"It's a really good list," said Harris. "I'd just like to say that if it goes wrong I want it to be on record that I was never consulted about the speaker."
 
They ate on the lawn that night. Svetlana had laid out the tables in a long double row on the grass between the house and the water, borrowed trestles with white paper and jam jars of black-eyed Susans, and Yuna and Polina, who had flown in from Tallinn on Thursday and been fetched from the airport by Svetlana in a state of grim courtesy that had dissolved by the first roundabout, had cooked for two days. There was a very large amount of food. There was the dill thing, which turned out to be a potato soup. There were cabbage rolls, in honor of Larocque, who had been seated at the head of one table and told that she was not allowed to talk shop. There were Polina's pickled mushrooms, and a dark dense bread, and a platter of salmon, and a huge glass bowl of cucumbers in sour cream, and Dougie Penney's sausages, which had been grilled to a crust and handed around on a board with a pot of mustard. Polina had spent most of the afternoon sitting on a lawn chair at the edge of the kitchen garden in a straw hat with a paring knife and a pile of dill, supervising nothing, with a small satisfied smile on her small upright face. Yuna had learned four words of Russian from her in two hours, and could say them in the wrong order with great confidence.
 
Shane did not remember afterward who had said what at dinner. He remembered it as a noise, a warm high loud noise like a pond full of frogs, with the sun going down gold behind the boathouse and the water turning from silver to copper to a deep dark blue. He remembered Aunt Lorraine, in a purple cardigan, telling Polina in a carrying voice that Ilya had very good posture for a Russian, and Polina saying in careful English that he was Estonian also, by upbringing, and Lorraine saying in that case it was even more remarkable. He remembered his cousin Danielle's little boy, Milo, who was four and a half and wearing a clip-on bow tie that he had been given at the age of three and refused to take off, going around the tables with a plastic bucket asking each adult in turn what was in their pockets, and writing the answers on his own arm with a marker. He remembered Hayden, standing on a bench with a glass in his hand, trying to start a toast to the rehearsal and being shouted down by Cliff, who said he had not driven nine hours to hear a winger speak. He remembered Ilya at the far end of the second table, between Polina and Ed from the equipment room, wearing a faded Bears T-shirt and laughing at something with his head tipped back and his neck long and brown in the last of the light, and thinking that in about twenty-four hours that man would be his husband in front of everyone he knew, and that it was a ridiculous thing to be able to think calmly while eating a sausage.
 
The rehearsal was meant to be at five. It happened at a quarter to seven, because Svetlana had underestimated the difficulty of moving forty-one people from a dinner table to a lawn, and it took place on the strip of grass between the old wooden bench where Shane had laced his skates for twenty years and the edge of the water, where a low arch of birch branches had been lashed together by Dougie Penney and Hayden that morning and wound with ferns and white peonies from a farm in Carleton Place. There were folding chairs in rows facing it, thirty on each side of a mown path, with a ribbon of plain white linen laid down the middle for the aisle. There were no lanterns. There were no strings of bulbs in the maple, no candles in jars, no glass. Svetlana had walked the whole property on Wednesday with a clipboard and a face like stone, and had removed from the plan every object that Shane had once described in a kitchen in Boston, in a voice that cracked, as being too close, and she had done it without asking him a single question and without a word of comment. He had come out of the house on Thursday morning and looked at the empty branches of the maple and had felt gratitude come up in him so hard that he had to sit down on the porch steps. Later she had caught his eye across the lawn and lifted one eyebrow, a quarter of an inch, as though to say that she did not require thanks and would accept it as soon as he had stopped looking like that.
 
Hayden had written a script. He had it on index cards, fanned in his left hand, and he stood under the arch with his feet planted wide in the grass and his shirt collar open, glancing from the cards to the faces in the chairs with an expression of enormous responsibility. Shane and Ilya stood in front of him. They had been placed there by Svetlana, with a firm hand on each back, about four feet apart, facing him, and they were told to hold hands and not look at each other, because looking at each other would cause them to laugh, and Hayden could not proceed if they laughed. Shane looked at the ground. He felt a large warm hand slide into his own, the palm callused, the ring a thin hard band against his knuckle, and he knew without looking that Ilya was staring straight at Hayden with a face of complete composure and that if he turned his head by even an inch he would be lost.
 
"Friends," said Hayden. He cleared his throat. He lowered the cards, and raised them again. "Family. Teammates. People who I have to be honest are mostly here for the food. We are gathered here today. No. We are gathered here tomorrow. Today is a dress rehearsal and I want it noted that I'm taking it extremely seriously."
 
"It is noted," said Svetlana, from the front row, in a voice like a closing drawer. She had a pen behind her ear and the binder open on her knees. "Please proceed. You are at four minutes and you have not yet asked the question."
 
"I'm getting there. I need to set the tone." Hayden squared his shoulders. He read from the first card, in a loud clear voice that went out over the water and came back faintly off the far shore. He said that he had known Shane Hollander for two years and that he would like to describe him accurately, which was as a man who read the manuals of kitchen appliances for pleasure and who had once, in a hotel in Calgary, ironed a pair of jeans. A ripple went through the chairs. He said that he had known Ilya Rozanov for a much shorter time and that for the first four years of that period he had believed him to be a menace, and that he now saw that he had been mistaken, and that the man was a menace and also the best thing that had ever happened to his friend. He said it with so much simple heartfelt emphasis that Ilya, beside Shane, made a short involuntary noise that Shane felt travel down the arm into his own hand. "I'm going to skip to the part where I ask you," Hayden said. "Because I've got a lot of cards and I've been told to keep it under twelve minutes. I'm going to say, do you, Shane, and you say you do. Then I say, do you, Ilya, and you say you do. And then I say you're married. And everybody cries. That's the whole thing. Does anybody want to ask a question?"
 
"Yes," said Milo. He was sitting in the second row with his legs sticking straight out in front of him and his bucket on his lap, and he had put up one arm, and his bow tie had slipped sideways. "When do I do the rings?"
 
"Right," said Hayden, and consulted a card, and turned it over. "Right. That's a good question. That's the correct question. Milo's the ring bearer. Milo, come up here, buddy. You're going to carry the pillow."
 
The pillow was a small square cushion of white satin that Jackie had sewn on Tuesday night and into which she had stitched a pair of loops for the rings to be tied. It had been brought out of the house on a plate by Gordie's collar. The dog was an old, solemn, deep-chested animal with a white muzzle and a long habit of leaning, and Jackie had come up with the idea of tying the cushion to his back, in a harness she had made out of a belt, so that he would walk down the aisle with the rings, led by a four-year-old with a leash. The two of them were now presented at the far end of the lawn. They stood side by side on the path, in the low gold light, the old dog with the white pillow riding on his spine and the small boy in the clip-on bow tie with a red leash wound around his fist, looking up the length of the white linen aisle at the people waiting at the end of it. He had a grave, wide-eyed, entirely private face. His mouth was set. He took one step, and the dog took one step, and Milo said in a loud whisper to the dog, as though this were a trade secret, that they were not to go fast.
 
They went down the aisle. It took them close to two minutes. Milo stopped to adjust the harness twice and to retie his shoe once, and each time he straightened up and looked at the arch with a resolve so unyielding and so unselfconscious that a murmur of laughter rose and died in the chairs. Gordie walked a pace behind him, panting. A little breeze came off the water and lifted the edge of the linen, and Milo bent, without breaking stride, and stamped it flat with one small sneaker. He reached the front. He turned to face the guests with the leash in his fist. He said, to the whole lawn, in a voice that carried to the boathouse, that he had done it.
 
Shane did not remember deciding to let go of Ilya's hand. He found afterward that he had done it, that his own fingers had come loose without being told to and were hanging at his side, and that a very bright clear cold light had descended on the lawn, so that every blade of grass and every ruffled petal on the peonies stood out in sharp outline and the faces in the chairs went flat and far away. He knew this light. He had seen it in Syracuse and in the doorway of an empty room in the Glebe. It was not a memory. It was what came after a memory had been opened, when the room around it went quiet. A girl of four in a yellow dress was walking down a grass aisle with her chin up and a fistful of rose petals pressed to her stomach, her face as set as Milo's, and she had stopped in front of him and said that she had a present, and in the silence the whole yard had broken. He could hear the exact pitch of her voice. He could not hear anyone else.
 
"Hey," said Ilya, very low.
 
He had stepped around in front of Shane. He was standing close, so close that Shane could see the faint red line on the bridge of his nose where his sunglasses had sat all afternoon, and he had not touched him. His hands were open at his sides. His face was calm and attentive and it was the face he wore when he was working a problem with someone else's life in it, the one Shane had first seen across a faceoff circle and had not understood until this year. Behind him the chairs had begun to fill with a hush, as a room does when it has understood that something is wrong without knowing what, and Shane heard Svetlana's pen stop scratching.
 
"I'm okay," Shane said. "Give me a second. I'm fine. It's the kid. It's only that he looked, it's nothing. It's not him. I'm sorry."
 
"Do not say sorry." Ilya's voice was gentle and carried no further than the two of them. "I am going to say a thing to Hayden and he is going to say a thing to everyone, and they are going to eat dessert, and you and I are going to go for a walk. Is that a good plan. You can say no."
 
"That's a good plan."
 
"Okay. Good." Ilya turned his head. He did not raise his voice. He said, in a pleasant, conversational tone, to the lawn, that the groom had a cramp and that it would be best if everyone went to the porch for pie, and that this was a very serious cramp, a hockey cramp, which could not be discussed in front of ladies. There was a pause and then a loud snort from Larocque, and then the chairs began to scrape and the voices came up, a little too loud and a little too cheerful, in a way that Shane understood to be an act of tact by about fifty people at once. He saw his mother half rise and be pulled back down by Polina's small dry hand. He saw Hayden lower his index cards and look at him over the top of them with a face stripped of everything but concern, and then look at Ilya, and then nod once, and he thought that he would be grateful to that man for the rest of his life, in a quiet way, for the pretzels and for this.
 
They walked down to the shore. It was not far. A path of beaten earth ran from the end of the lawn along the water's edge, through a stand of cedars and a tangle of wild raspberry, to the old boathouse, which stood on short pilings at the corner of the cove with its doors shut and its green paint peeling, as it had stood since before Shane's father was born. Ilya said nothing. He walked on the water side with his hands in his pockets, in the faded T-shirt and the old gray shorts, with the last of the sun on the side of his face, and when they came to the end of the dock he sat down on the boards and took off his sandals and put his feet in the lake. After a while Shane sat beside him. The water was cold and clear. A pair of loons far out in the middle of the cove called back and forth to each other in long wavering notes, and the boards of the dock were warm from the day.
 
"It was Milo," Shane said at last. "The bow tie. And how he stopped and looked at the arch like he was personally responsible for the rest of the afternoon. She did that. She'd go up the middle with that face. I'd forgotten that she did it. I didn't know I knew it until I saw it. And then it was just on me, the whole thing, and I couldn't breathe. I thought I'd gotten through it. I really thought, all week, I'd got a hold of it. I walked up and down that lawn with Sveta and I didn't see a single thing that was hers. And I looked at a four-year-old boy with a dog and it came out of nowhere."
 
"It came out of the back of your head, where it lives." Ilya was looking at the loons. "Okay. I am going to tell you something and you will not like it. I was ready for this."
 
"You were?"
 
"I was ready that it would come. I have been ready for one week. I have been waiting for the, how do you say, the small moment. I said to Sveta on Monday, there will be a small thing, a bow tie, a cup, a word, and it will go through him like a, a nail, and she said, then we remove all the bow ties. I said, you cannot. It is a wedding. There is always a little boy. It is the law." He drew his knees up and looked sideways. His eyes were wet and quite steady. "I did not want to take away the little boy. I think that would be a worse thing. I think it would be a way of saying that the girl is a danger. She is not a danger. She is a person you love. So there is a boy with a dog, and it is hard, and in ten minutes we will go back and he will walk it again, and you will watch him, and the second time it will be a little less. I think that is how it works. I asked her on Tuesday. I said, what do I do if he is sad at the rehearsal, and she said, you do not fix it, you stay on the dock."
 
"You asked your doctor about me."
 
"I asked her about us. It is allowed, it is my hour." Ilya turned the corner of his mouth up. "She is a very good woman. She said that I should say that you are allowed to be both. A man who is sad and a man who is getting married. And that if either of them tries to push the other out of the room, I am to say, there is a seat for each of you, sit down. I am only repeating. I have not got the, the skill."
 
Shane laughed. It was a cracked small sound and it came out of him wet, and he put his face into his hands and breathed in the smell of the lake and the cedar and his own palms. A fish jumped, out beyond the cove, and left a widening ring that moved across the water toward them without any hurry at all. When he took his hands away Ilya was watching him with a look of such open, unguarded attention that he felt it like warmth on his face, and for a second he could not say anything. He said instead, in a low voice, that he wanted to marry him more than he had ever wanted anything. It was not the thing he had planned to say. It was true, and he had said it flatly, as his father said true things, and Ilya's whole face went soft and astonished and young.
 
"I know," he said. "I also want. I want it more than the Cup. I want it more than the, than my own legs." He leaned in and rested his forehead against Shane's temple. They sat like that with the water lapping at their ankles. After a minute Ilya said into his hair, in a confiding tone, "And I am so afraid I will drop the ring. I have dropped the ring in the kitchen four times. It is a very small ring. I have large hands."
 
"Milo's got the rings."
 
"Milo has the dog. The dog has the rings. I am trusting a dog." He sat up and wiped his face on his shoulder. "Come. They will have eaten the pie. Sveta will say I have ruined her schedule. I would like to see her say it. I have a speech ready, about the cramp."
 
* * *
 
Svetlana's rule took effect at nine o'clock, when the sun had been down for forty minutes and the sky over the far shore had gone the dull red of a coal. It had been written on the first page of the binder, under the title, in black capitals, and she read it aloud to the porch in the voice of a woman reading a verdict. The bride and the groom, she said, were not to see one another from nine o'clock on Friday until the music started on Saturday. She was aware that there was no bride. She was aware that this was a custom for a different kind of wedding. She did not care. She had been told by a great many people, including Mrs. Hollander and a person at a florist, that the custom was good luck, and she had looked at the situation of these two fools and had decided that they needed every piece of luck that could be assembled. Ilya was to sleep in the guest cabin behind the boathouse, with Cliff and Ryan and Fabian, who had been appointed as his guards and had been given a set of instructions. Shane was to sleep in the house, in the room under the eaves that had been his since he was six, where Hayden had been given the other bed.
 
"This is unreasonable," said Ilya, from the steps, with a plate of pie in his hand. "I have slept next to him every night for four months. I do not know how to sleep alone. I will lie in a bed and I will not know where my arms go."
 
"You will hold a pillow."
 
"I will hold Cliff. He will not like it."
 
"I'm not holding anything," said Cliff, from the swing, with his eyes closed. "I've been told I'm a guard. I'm gonna sit at the door of the cabin with a baseball bat. If either one of you comes within fifty feet I'm gonna say that I wasn't looking."
 
Shane kissed him goodnight at the edge of the porch, under the yellow bulb with the moths knocking against it, in front of forty guests who pretended to be interested in their drinks. It was meant to be quick. It was not. Ilya put the plate down on the rail without looking and took Shane's face in both hands and kissed him for what felt like a very long time and was probably eight seconds, and when he drew back he was breathing as if he had come off a shift. "That is for luck," he said. "Sveta has not forbidden luck." And Svetlana, from the doorway, said in a flat tone that she had not forbidden anything, and would like it noted that the rule began at nine, and that the clock in the front hall said four minutes to.
 
There was a second, smaller ceremony on the dock at ten, conducted by David. It was not on the schedule. It had grown up out of nothing, as the best things in that family did, when David Hollander took his coffee mug and a bottle of rye down to the end of the boards after the rest of the house had gone quiet, and sat on an overturned crate with his long legs out in front of him, and Shane, coming down from the porch for air, found that he was not alone. Hayden was there, and Cliff, who had left his post at the cabin on the grounds that a man could guard a door from anywhere, and Uncle Pete, a heavy shy man in a Legion jacket who ran a hardware store in Kingston and had not said more than a dozen words at dinner. Dougie Penney had arrived last, in his slippers, with a saucepan, which turned out to contain a kind of rum custard that he said was a Corner Brook tradition for the eve of a wedding and would put hair on a man's chest. Nobody wanted to find out. Somebody handed Shane a glass of the rye. The dock was warm and dark and it smelled of water and old wood, and the stars were thick over the lake, so many that Hayden said they looked fake, like a ceiling in a planetarium.
 
"I'd like to say something," said David.
 
He said it in the flat dry level voice that he used to announce the score of a game that had been lost, and the whole dock went quiet. Shane looked at his father. He was sitting with his elbows on his knees and the mug held in both hands, and he was looking at the water, not at anyone, and the starlight caught the gray in his stubble and in the thick short hair that he had never let a barber touch. He had not said one sentence to the men gathered around him that was not about the weather or the Leafs. Shane had been, he realized, braced for a long time for this exact silence to be filled.
 
"I was twenty-six," David said. "I'd been playing eight years. I was in the lineup every night and I'd been told by two different coaches that I was the most reliable third-line center in the league, which I thought was a compliment until I thought about it. I met your mother at a party in Ottawa on a Tuesday. I'd just been to the dentist. I had half my face numb. I told her my name and I couldn't feel my lips and it came out wrong, and she said, did you say your name's Dabby, and I said yes." Hayden snorted. "I proposed to her a year later in a Denny's in Sudbury. I had a ring in my pocket and I'd been carrying it for six weeks. She said yes, and then she said, you could have asked me at a better restaurant, and I said I'd been trying to ask her for six weeks and every time I lost my nerve. And she said, then I'm glad it was the Denny's."
 
"That's a good story," said Shane.
 
"It isn't a story. I'm not finished." David turned the mug in his hands. "I was scared the whole night before. I didn't sleep. I was lying there in a hotel room with my brother Pete and I kept thinking, I'm going to ruin it. I'm going to be gone for six months a year, I'm going to be tired, I'm going to be a person who forgets. And Pete said, Dave, nobody's ever been ready, you just show up. And I said that was the worst advice I'd ever heard. And he said, I know, it's all I've got."
 
"It's still all I've got," said Uncle Pete, from the shadows, in a gruff voice. A ripple of laughter went around the dock.
 
"So I'm giving you the same advice, and I'm going to improve on it." David raised his eyes at last. He looked at Shane directly, for the first time, with a long, level, tired, affectionate look that Shane felt settle on him like a hand. "You don't have to be ready. You just show up. And then you do the boring things. You say sorry first, even if you don't think it's your fault, because it's cheaper. You go to bed at the same time. If you've had a fight, you sleep in the same bed anyway, and you don't turn your back. You eat dinner at a table. You pay attention when he's talking, and you do it on the days when it's hard, because those are the days when it counts. That's the whole trick. It isn't a trick. It's about eleven things, and I've been doing them for thirty-one years, and I'm still not good at it." He stopped. His jaw worked. "I'm proud of you. I should've said it more often. You've been the best kid a man could've asked for and I've mostly said it by driving you to practice. I'd like to say it on a dock. And that man's a good man, and I'd say the same to him tomorrow, and I'd like it to be on record that I said it tonight, in front of a lot of witnesses and a custard."
 
Nobody spoke. Out on the cove a loon gave one long wavering call, answered after a pause from farther away. Hayden had put his hand over his eyes. Cliff was looking very hard at the boards. Shane found that he could not trust his voice at all, and that it did not matter, because his father had put out a hand and set it, briefly and heavily, on the back of his neck, as he had done when Shane was nine and had lost a final, and then taken it away and picked up the bottle. "That's all," said David. "Somebody pass the rye. Dougie, I'm not drinking that, I'm sorry."
 
"It's a delicacy," said Dougie, injured.
 
"It's a pudding with a grudge," said David, and the whole dock came apart.
 
* * *
 
He could not sleep. He had known he would not. He lay on his back in the narrow bed under the sloping ceiling with the window open and the curtain stirring and listened to Hayden snore in the other bed, a rhythmic, whistling, good-natured snore, like a small kettle, and looked at the glow-in-the-dark stars that his mother had stuck on the plaster in the nineties and that had faded to the faint green of old tooth enamel. The house ticked. Somewhere downstairs a tap ran and stopped. He turned over and thought about the vows, which he had written eleven times and which were folded in the inside pocket of the suit that hung on the back of the door, and then he turned back and thought about the sound of a very large man asleep. He had been spoiled. He knew it. It was ridiculous that a person should be unable to rest in the bed of his childhood, a few hundred feet from the person in question, on the strength of four months.
 
At ten past one he got up. He did it in the dark, with his shoes in his hand, and stood by the window in his T-shirt and shorts looking down at the roof of the porch, which sloped away beneath the sill a few feet below. It was a drop he had made at fifteen, on the nights he had gone out to sit on the end of the dock and not think about hockey. The shingles were still warm. He went down the slope on his heels with his palms flat, and dropped to the railing, and then to the hydrangea bed, which received him with a soft crackle, and crouched there in the dark with his heart going and the smell of damp earth in his nose, feeling about sixteen and enormously stupid. Nobody came. The porch light had been turned off. He went around the side of the house and across the wet lawn in his bare feet, between the stacked chairs, past the arch with its ferns pale in the starlight, and down the path through the cedars, and he had got as far as the edge of the cove when something moved on the dock and said in a hoarse stage whisper, in Russian, that he was a very stupid man.
 
"I was going to say the same to you," said Shane.
 
"I am only here for the air." Ilya was sitting on the end of the dock with his knees drawn up and his bare feet over the water, in his gray shorts and a Bears sweatshirt with the sleeves pulled down over his hands, and the starlight put a thin silver edge on his shoulder and the crooked bridge of his nose. He did not look up. "I came to say my words. I have been practicing. I say them to the lake because the lake is the only one who cannot be shocked. I was very close to the part about the, about the soup. I was going to cry. And then I heard a man come down the roof like a baby elephant, and I thought, that is either a bear or the groom."
 
"You heard me on the roof?"
 
"I heard you from the cabin. Cliff is asleep with the baseball bat across his knees, he is snoring so loudly that Fabian has put in earplugs. I came out of the window of the bathroom. I was very quiet. I have been training for this since I was a child, in a house where the floors creaked." He turned his head. His face was in shadow but Shane could see the white of his teeth. "Sveta will be angry."
 
"Sveta's asleep."
 
"Sveta is never asleep. She is a lizard who sits on a rock and watches." Ilya patted the boards beside him. "Come. We are not looking at each other. It is dark. It does not count."
 
It counted, and they both knew it, and neither of them cared. Shane crossed the last yards of the dock and sat down on the boards and, for a minute, they did look at the lake, with their shoulders touching, as they had been told, and the water lay black and still beneath them with the Milky Way pressed into it in bright smears. It was cold enough that he put his hands inside his sleeves. He listened to the crickets, and to a fish plopping somewhere out of sight, and to the creak of the boathouse pilings as the water moved against them. After a time Ilya said, in a low, conversational, unsteady voice, that he was frightened of tomorrow, not of the ceremony, which would be fine, but of what came after it. He said that he had been alone for most of his life, and that he had been alone with a person for a few years, which was a different kind of alone and a better one, and that he did not know what it would be to be married and not alone at all. "I do not know how to do it," he said. "I know how to do a marriage in the movies. I know how to do the thing where a man brings flowers. I do not know the other part. The part where we are old, and I snore, and you tell me to roll over, and we have been doing it for forty years and it is not interesting."
 
"It won't be interesting," Shane said. "That's the point."
 
"I would like it to be very boring." Ilya was crying. He was doing it silently, sitting up straight, with his eyes on the water and tears running down both cheeks and off the edge of his jaw, and he did not seem to feel it. "I would like to be the most boring man in Ottawa. I would like to go to the, to the hardware store. I would like to hold a door."
 
"You'd like to hold a door."
 
"A door, for you. For a long time." He wiped his face with his sleeve. "I do not know if I make sense. I have had two beers and a pie."
 
Shane did not answer. He took the big scarred hand out of the sleeve of the sweatshirt, and held it, and turned it over in the starlight, and kissed the center of the palm, and the knuckles, and the plain gray band, and Ilya made a small broken noise and took hold of the back of his head. They kissed. It was not like the kiss on the porch. It was quiet and patient and tasted of salt and beer and the faint sweet edge of the pie, and went on and on, with the cold air moving over their bare arms and the dock rocking a little under them, until Shane found that he had slid across the boards into Ilya's lap and was holding on to the sweatshirt with both fists. Ilya's hands came up under his shirt. They were warm and rough, spread wide across his ribs. He felt them travel up his spine and down again and settle at the small of his back, and he heard his own breath go ragged in the dark, and Ilya said against his mouth, in a voice gone thick and amused and tender, "Hollander. I think we have a problem."
 
"I think we're on a dock."
 
"There is a boathouse. It is a very good one. It has a door." He nipped at Shane's lower lip. "I looked at it on Wednesday and I thought, that is a building made for a, for an indiscretion. I did not know that I would be using it so soon."
 
They went up the ramp in their socks, holding hands, like children, shushing each other, with Shane's heart knocking in his throat and a wild irrepressible grin pulling at his mouth. The door of the boathouse was unlocked. It had never been locked in Shane's memory. It opened with a groan onto a long low shadowy room that smelled of cedar and old rope and lake water, with a pair of canoes hanging from the rafters and a rack of paddles along one wall and, at the far end, a steep set of steps to a loft that his grandfather had built in the sixties to sleep guests and that Shane had used as a fort. Ilya went up the steps first. There was an iron bed up there under the eave, with a mattress in a faded striped ticking and an enormous quilt in red and white squares that his grandmother had made, and a small square window with no glass that looked straight down the length of the cove to the stars. A moth was beating itself against the frame. The air was thick and warm and smelled of dust and pine, and the floorboards creaked underfoot.
 
"This is a historic site," Ilya whispered, and dropped the sweatshirt on the floor.
 
He did not hurry. He stood with his back to the window, a shape against the stars, and let Shane look at him, and then he undid the drawstring of his shorts and let them fall and stood there in nothing but the thin gray light, broad and tall and scarred, with the dark hair on his chest and the bruise gone from his ribs and the ring catching a gleam. He did it with a faint wry self-possession that Shane had learned to read as nerves. It was a pose he adopted, and it never lasted long. Shane crossed the floor and pushed him down on the edge of the bed with a hand on his sternum and stood over him and took off his own T-shirt and threw it across the room. He put a knee on the quilt. He kissed the crooked nose, and the eyelids, and the hard line of the jaw, and then moved down, to the pulse that beat in the throat and the dip of the collarbone and the flat nipple that tightened under his tongue, and Ilya's head went back against the iron rail with a soft knock and his hands came down into Shane's hair.
 
"Slowly," Ilya said. "Tomorrow we are in front of everyone. I want to remember this."
 
"I'm going to take my time."
 
"You are a liar. You never take your time. You are a man who finishes a, a shift in forty seconds."
 
"Is that a challenge?"
 
"It is an observation." But his voice had gone breathless. Shane slid down between his knees, onto the floor, onto the boards, with the quilt trailing over his shoulders, and set his mouth against the inside of one thigh where the skin was thin and hot and the muscle jumped under his lips, and he worked his way up it in a long line of kisses and small bites, with his hands spread wide on the thick hard legs, until Ilya was gasping and swearing in two languages and his heels had dug into the mattress. When he finally took him in his mouth, there was a sharp indrawn breath and then a long low groan that rang off the rafters, and a hand clamped hard over Ilya's own mouth to stifle it. Shane smiled around him. He took him deep and drew back, slowly, with a firm suck and a flick of the tongue under the head, and heard the iron frame of the bed creak, and felt the whole body above him tremble. He moved his hand to cup and stroke. He kept at it, steadily, patiently, for a long time, listening to the sounds that Ilya was making through his fingers, the muffled curses and the broken Russian and his own name, until Ilya pulled him up by the shoulders, with a rough, shaking, desperate strength, and said in a ragged voice that if he did not stop right now he would be finished before they began, and that he had not come out here to be finished.
 
They stripped the rest of it off with clumsy hurry. There was a tube of lube in the pocket of the sweatshirt. Ilya had put it there on Thursday, with a straight face, he said, in case of an emergency, and he held it up in the starlight with a look of triumph. Shane laughed at him, helplessly, with his forehead on his shoulder, and Ilya kissed him through the laughter, and then turned him over on the quilt, onto his back, and settled between his thighs with his weight braced on his forearms and his face a few inches from Shane's own. He was very serious. He looked down at him for a long time without saying anything, with the light from the window lying across his cheek, and Shane reached up and traced the crease between his eyebrows with a thumb. "Hey," he said. "I'm here."
 
"I know you are here. I am only looking." Ilya's voice was rough. "I am trying to learn it. Your face. I think I will want to remember it, tomorrow, when I am saying my words, and I have said that I know it, but I do not know it enough. There is always more of it. It is very unfair."
 
"You can look as long as you want."
 
"I will look, and I will also do this." He reached for the tube. He did it with great care, with warm slick fingers that opened Shane slowly, one and then two, with long patient strokes that curled and pressed and drew the breath out of him in short sharp pulls, until he was arching up off the mattress with his heels in the quilt and his hand over his own mouth and his eyes squeezed shut. It was a pleasure so thorough and so unsparing that it hurt. He heard himself say yes, and please, and that it was enough, that he was ready, and Ilya said, very low, that he did not think so, and did it a little longer, and Shane swore at him and pulled his head down by the hair and kissed him savagely until they were both shaking.
 
When Ilya pushed into him it was one long smooth glide that drew a ragged groan from them both. He stopped, buried to the hilt, with his head down and his breath hot against Shane's neck, and for a long time neither of them moved. The bed creaked. A cold current of lake air came in through the empty window and stirred the hair on Shane's arms, and he could feel the full weight and heat of the body above him, the heart pounding hard against his own chest, the big hands gripped tight around his shoulders. "Okay," he whispered. "Okay. You can move."
 
He moved. He rolled his hips in a long steady stroke that Shane felt in his spine and the soles of his feet, again and again, building by degrees, with the old iron bed knocking softly against the wall and the moth still beating its wings at the window and a sound outside, somewhere, of water lapping against the pilings in the same tireless rhythm. Shane wrapped his legs around Ilya's waist. He ran his hands down the length of the broad back, over the slick shifting muscle, and dug his fingers in. He said Ilya's name, and then said it again, and then said, in a voice that broke on the last word, that he loved him, that he was going to love him on Sunday and on Monday and when they were both seventy, and that he had written it down eleven times and none of the versions had been any good. Ilya answered him in Russian, a long low fierce stream that Shane had no hope of following and did not need to. He let one hand slide between them and took hold of him, firm and slick and exact, and Shane's whole body drew tight like a bowstring. It went on for a long time. It went on until the room dissolved and there was nothing in it but the creak of the frame and the heat of a mouth on his throat and a man's voice in his ear, ragged and tender and without any defense, saying that he was here, that he was here, that he was not going anywhere.
 
Shane came with a long low cry that he muffled in Ilya's shoulder, in hot pulses that striped his stomach and Ilya's fist, with his back arching off the quilt and every muscle in his body locked. He heard Ilya say a word in Russian that sounded like a prayer. He felt the stroke stutter and break, and a deep shuddering groan was torn out of the broad chest against his own, and Ilya went rigid, and then fell, with his full weight on top of him, pulsing and spent, and for a long time they lay locked together in the creaking dark and listened to each other breathe.
 
* * *
 
It was after three when they crept out. The moon had come up behind the cedars and the lawn was bright and silver, with the shadow of the arch lying long across the grass, and they crossed it holding hands, as quiet as they could, with Shane's shirt on inside out and Ilya's sweatshirt on backward. They separated at the corner of the house with a short fierce kiss. Shane went up the porch roof in his socks and eased himself over the sill and into the narrow bed and lay there with his heart slowing and a foolish, sore, glorious smile on his face, and Hayden said into the dark, in a perfectly clear voice, without moving, "I'm not going to ask."
 
"Good."
 
"I'm just going to say that you have a piece of dock in your hair."
 
He slept for three hours. He did not dream. He woke to sunlight and the sound of a spatula, and a great deal of shouting from the yard, and lay with his eyes shut listening to the banging of pots in the kitchen below and a rich male voice, rising and falling, delivering what was clearly a speech about the superiority of Newfoundland pancakes. He did not feel afraid. He had expected to be afraid. He lay and took stock of himself with the thoroughness of a man testing a wrist, and found a stiff back, a pleasant ache in his thighs, and an empty bright calm like the surface of the cove at six in the morning. Hayden had gone. His bed was made. On the pillow lay a white envelope that had not been there the night before, with his name on it in his mother's round hand, and he sat up and opened it.
 
It was a single sheet of lined paper, torn from a notebook. It said, I was going to write you a long letter and I have been at the kitchen table since four o'clock and have thrown out nine. This is what I have. I am so proud of you that I can't see. Wear the good socks. Your father says you need to eat something. Love, Mom. P.S. There is a small thing for you in the pocket of your jacket. It is from Ilya's stepmother and me. Don't open it until you need it. And underneath, in a different pen, in a small cramped upright hand he knew from a thousand pages of a binder, a line that said, I HAVE BEEN UP SINCE FOUR AS WELL. YOUR KNEES HAVE LAKE WEED ON THEM. I HAVE NOT TOLD ANYONE. S.
 
He laughed until he had to lie back down.
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  In the guest bedroom at the top of the house, where the morning light came in white and even from the garden, Ilya Rozanov sat on the edge of a made bed in suit trousers and an undershirt, holding a small gray cardboard box. Polina had put it into his palm at six that morning, in her dressing gown with her hair in a net, and had folded his fingers over it without a word and gone away down the hall in her slippers like a small ship. He had not opened it. He knew what it was from the weight, which was the weight of two very small objects that had been handled a great deal. He had slept two and a half hours and woken at five with a feeling he could not at first name, because it had been absent so long that he had forgotten its shape. It was peace. He was about to be married and he was not afraid of anything.
 
Three short knocks came at the door, evenly spaced, like a man who has rehearsed. "It is open," said Ilya. David Hollander came in wearing an old charcoal suit, wide in the shoulder and short in the sleeve, that he had worn to his son's draft, with a dark blue tie knotted and reknotted in a mirror. He stood in the doorway with his big hands hanging, looking at the quilt and the shirt and the box, and he seemed to Ilya very large and very shy. "Polina said you'd need a hand with something," he said. "I've got two good ones."
 
Ilya opened the box. Inside, on yellowing cotton, lay a pair of plain square silver cufflinks worn smooth at the edges, each with a small dark stone. "They were my father's," he said. "Polina found them in a drawer when she moved into his flat and kept them twenty-one years without knowing why. Last week she asked him on a good day if I should have them, and he said, give them to the boy. He did not know which boy." He turned one in the light. "I have never worn a cufflink. I am a man who has been dressed by other people."
 
"I'm not good at it either," said David. "My hands are too big. Pass me one." He worked the first link through the stiff cuff that Yuna had pressed the night before, with his tongue between his teeth and his enormous fingers trembling, and it took him four attempts. When it lay square and bright against the white linen he did not let go of the wrist.
 
"I'm not good at speeches," he said. "Shane gets that from me. I had my doubts, before I knew you, about what this would cost him. And then I watched you cross a frozen lake at Christmas with little Milo on your back and I thought, that's a man who looks after what he's given. I've got one boy and I never wanted two, but I'd have made room. I'd have been proud to have you for a son at any time. It isn't a figure of speech."
 
Ilya could not answer. The tears fell on his trousers one after another without a sound, and it occurred to him that he had waited his whole life to be handed this sentence in a flat dry voice by a man in an ill-fitting suit, and that it was nothing like what he had imagined and entirely enough. "I would like very much to be your son," he said at last, in a cracked whisper. "I will be a bad one. I do not fold the laundry. But I will call on Sundays at six."
 
"That's all I ask."
 
"Exactly at six. For nineteen minutes."
 
"Don't push your luck," said David, and a short wet laugh broke out of him, and he pulled Ilya in against the starched front of the old charcoal jacket and held on hard. The second cufflink went in on the first try. "There," he said. "You're all set."
 
"I am not," said Ilya, laughing, wiping his nose. "But I will be."
 
* * *
 
The ceremony began at four, because Svetlana had said that the light would be correct at four and had consulted a chart of the sun. It was the warmest, stillest afternoon of the summer, with a high clear sky and no wind. By half past three the chairs were full, with his aunts in their hats, the Bears in ill-fitting suits, the Centaurs in a long nervous line on the left, Troy Barrett in the front row in the wrong shoes, Larocque in an enormous straw hat, Farah dabbing at her eyes, and in the first chair on the right, propped against a cushion, a tablet with a thin white cable running to a battery pack under the seat. On its screen, Shane knew, was a pale room in Tallinn, a man in a cardigan, and a nurse who had promised to hold the camera steady all afternoon.
 
Yuna caught him in the hallway in a plum-colored dress with a corsage of white peonies at her wrist, and straightened his tie, which did not need it. "I'm not going to cry," she said. "It's scheduled for later." She turned his left hand over and rubbed her thumb across the pale band. "You wouldn't wear a coat when you were four. You stood in the hall in a snowstorm and said you were warm on the inside. Now there's a man who can tell when you're lying."
 
"He's very good at it," said Shane.
 
"I've noticed. I like him very much." She took his father's elbow at the door, and the two of them went down the porch steps into the light. In Shane's inside pocket, beside the vows, was a small envelope in his mother's handwriting that he had found there at two o'clock and had not opened. He put a hand over it, stood on the threshold smelling cut grass and peonies while four young women from the Ottawa conservatory tuned in the open windows behind him, and went down the steps.
 
They stood under the arch, the three of them, Hayden at the center with his cards in his hand, Shane on his right, and an empty space on his left. The sun was warm on the back of his neck. He looked out over the rows of faces and found Jackie, in the second row, in yellow, with her hands pressed against her mouth, and Larocque, who gave him a brief hard nod, and Cliff, who had given up all pretense and was weeping into a large paper napkin, and the empty chair in the front row where Svetlana's green binder lay shut, waiting for her to come back from wherever she was hiding the groom.
 
The quartet shifted into something else. A door opened at the back of the lawn.
 
The first to come was the dog. Gordie padded out of the shade of the maple with great solemnity, with his white muzzle lifted and the small satin pillow strapped to his back, and a boy of four and a half walked beside him with a red leash in one fist and a clip-on bow tie. Milo had been briefed. He had been told by Svetlana, in a private meeting behind the house, that he was the most important person at the wedding, and he had received the information with the gravity of a general. He came down the white linen with his eyes fixed on the arch and his mouth in a straight line. He did not stop to adjust the harness. He did not look at the guests. When a gust of air from the water stirred the edge of the cloth he stepped on it without breaking stride. Shane watched him come. He saw, a long way down in himself, a small yellow dress, and the lift of a stubborn chin, and felt it go through him, and he stood very still and let it, and found, to his quiet amazement, that it was possible to hold it and to stay on his feet. It was a good deal smaller than it had been on the lawn. It was a stone in a pocket. It was a girl he had loved, in a place that was no longer there, and a boy he had never met, in a place that was not yet.
 
Milo reached the arch. He turned to face the guests, with the leash held up like a trophy, and announced that he had done it, and that the dog had done it also, and that he would like to sit down now. There was a gale of laughter. Danielle came forward in a blue dress and scooped him up. Hayden, at Shane's side, bent and slid the pillow from the dog's back and presented it to the air, and Shane looked down at the two small bands on it, one dark, one light, tied with a white ribbon, and thought that it was about the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.
 
Then the quartet stopped. In the silence a single note rose from the cello, warm and low, and Harris Drover, in the back, at a folding table with his laptop open and his headphones around his neck, lifted his hand and pressed a key, and the first bars of something came out of two speakers hidden in the cedars, a piano, soft and clear, which Shane did not know and did not need to. The guests rose. A rustle ran through them, like a wind through a field, and every head turned to the right of the lawn, to the path beside the house, where a tall dark figure had appeared in the shade of the maple with a woman on either arm.
 
Ilya had come out with Polina on his right and Svetlana on his left. He was in black, a plain black suit with a high white collar and a tie the color of the lake at dusk, and his dark hair had been combed back off his forehead and was already coming loose. He walked with his chin up and his back straight and the two women at his sides, one small and upright in silk, one tall and fierce in slate, and the sun lay on his face. His eyes were red. He was smiling. It was a wide, helpless, radiant smile that he had not tried to arrange, and it grew as he came down the aisle, and he did not look at the guests or the arch or the lake. He looked at Shane. He looked at him over the heads of eighty people, down the whole length of a white linen path, from fifty feet to forty to thirty, with a naked, shining, astonished attention that did not waver, and Shane, who had spent his whole life being watched, found that for the first time he did not mind being seen.
 
Something very odd happened to his hands. They had begun to shake. He pressed them together in front of him and looked down at them in surprise, and then up, and saw Ilya mouth, in the middle of the aisle, with exaggerated clarity, the single English word, hi.
 
"Hi," Shane said, aloud, and a ripple of laughter went round the chairs.
 
They reached the arch. Polina let go of Ilya's arm and kissed him on both cheeks, quickly, and said something to him in Russian that made him close his eyes, and then she went and sat down and lifted the tablet in front of her face. Svetlana lingered. She stood looking up at the man she had known for twelve years with her hand on his sleeve and her face quite still, and then she turned to Shane, and reached up, and straightened his tie, which did not need it. "Do not make him wait," she said, very low, in a voice that shook only slightly. "He has waited enough." And she let go, and went and sat down in the front row, and opened the binder, and shut it again, and put it on the grass.
 
Ilya stepped in beside him. They stood shoulder to shoulder, facing Hayden. A warm hand came down and found Shane's, and closed on it, and there was a plain cool band against his knuckle and a man's whole steady pulse in the palm. Neither of them looked at the other. They had been told not to, because it would cause them to laugh. Hayden, in front of them, cleared his throat and raised his cards, and looked out over the lawn, at the eighty faces and the blue still water and the sky, and then down at the cards, and then back up at the two of them, and Shane saw his face change. He lowered the cards. He folded them once, and put them in the pocket of his suit, and smiled, a shaky, tender, crooked smile that took in the whole of the afternoon.
 
"I wrote a speech," Hayden said. "I'm not going to read it. I'm going to look at you instead."
 
What he said next was short, and Shane would not be able to repeat it afterward, only the shape of it. Hayden said that he had been given the job of telling everyone why they were here, and that he had decided it was not necessary, because everyone on the lawn already knew. He said that he had been in a hospital chair twenty-six hours once with a bag of bad pretzels and had learned that you do not have to understand a thing to stay beside it. He said that two men had spent a decade being told by the whole world what they were to each other, and that today they were going to say it themselves, in their own words, and that he would like the rest of the lawn to listen as if it were a power play and not a movie. Somebody laughed and was shushed. A cicada started up in the maple and stopped. Hayden turned to Shane and told him that he could begin whenever he was ready, and that he was in no hurry, and that there was a glass of water on the stool if he needed it.
 
Shane did not need the water. He took the folded paper out of his inside pocket and found that he did not want to look at it, and put it back. He turned to face Ilya, who had turned to face him, and took both of his hands, which were damp and very warm, and he looked up into a face that was already wet. The sun was in Ilya's eyes and he was squinting against it, with the lines fanning out at the corners, and he had not stopped smiling since the end of the aisle. It was a ridiculous smile. It made him look about fifteen. Shane had planned to start with the funny part and found that he could not remember what it was.
 
"I wrote this eleven times," he said. "My mother says that's about ten more than I needed to, and she's right. I threw out the first ten because they sounded like a press release. You know how I write. I'm a person who says that he's pleased to be here and grateful for the opportunity." A ripple went through the chairs. "So I'm going to say it badly, in the order I think of it. I'm going to say that I woke up one day and you were a person I'd been told to hate, and I did a very bad job of it. I did a worse job of it than anyone in the history of the league. I did it for about three weeks and then I walked across a rink and asked you if you wanted to get a coffee."
 
"You asked me if I wanted a protein shake," said Ilya, in a husky voice. "In front of the cameras. It was very romantic."
 
"I'm editing the story." Shane squeezed his hands. "What I'm trying to say is that I had a plan, and it was a very good plan, and it was wrong in every single detail. You said no. You said, Hollander, you cannot give me a map of my own life. You said it in a kitchen in Boston with a dish towel in your hand, and I was furious, and you were right, and it was the best thing anyone has ever said to me. Because it meant I had to find out who you were. I had to stand in your kitchen and be surprised. And you were more than anything I'd been promised. You're funnier, and you're meaner about cereal, and you cry at commercials with dogs in them. I got to learn that a day at a time, and I'd like to promise you something that I think I can actually keep."
 
He stopped, and drew a breath. A dragonfly had come and settled on the edge of the arch, a bright blue one, with its wings folded flat. Nobody moved. Shane heard his own voice come out lower and plainer than before, without any of the practiced shape.
 
"I promise that I'll show up. That's all. I'll be there on the bad days, and the boring ones, and I'll say sorry first, because my dad told me it's cheaper. I'll learn to make the soup right. I'll leave the door unlocked from nine to nine. I'll tell you the truth even when it's a mess, because you taught me that a man can say the real thing and the roof doesn't come down. I'm not going to give you a perfect husband. I'm going to give you a stubborn one who loves you more than he can say in front of eighty people. I love you. I'm going to love you in Ottawa and in Boston and in every airport in North America, and when we're old and you've gone deaf from shouting at the television. That's the whole speech."
 
He had not known that he was crying. He felt it only when Ilya reached up with his thumb and wiped his cheek, very carefully, as he would clean a lens. In the front rows his mother had both hands pressed flat over her mouth and his father was staring straight ahead with his jaw set, and Cliff, at the end of the second row, had given up and was blowing his nose into the napkin with a noise like a goose. Hayden, who had been told he would not be required to speak for a while, said in a faint voice that Ilya could go whenever he was ready, and Ilya laughed, and shook his head, and wiped his own face on the shoulder of the black jacket.
 
"I cannot follow that," he said. "It is a very good speech. It has jokes. I have a speech with no jokes and one soup." He took his hands out of Shane's and fumbled in his breast pocket, and came out with a small notebook, a battered black one, the corners worn round and the spine held together with tape, and Shane heard a murmur of recognition from the third row, where Cliff had sat down. "I will read it. If I do not read it I will say the wrong things, I will say the Russian things. I am going to try to do it in English so that your mother will understand, and Polina will tell the Russian ones to Papa afterward."
 
He opened it. He found the page, near the back, a page covered in tiny left-leaning writing with a line drawn through some of it and a coffee ring in the corner, and then he put one hand over his mouth and stood for a few seconds with his shoulders shaking. Polina, in the front row, said something low and encouraging in Russian. He lowered his hand.
 
"I, Ilya," he said, and stopped, and a laugh went through the lawn, because it was exactly where he had told Shane in a kitchen in Boston that he always stopped. He laughed too. He wiped his face and said, "Okay. I have the shampoo in my eyes. Let me do it again. I, Ilya Rozanov, am a man who has been alone in many rooms. I was alone in a flat in Tallinn with a television. I was alone in a dormitory in Boston. I was alone in a house with a very good kitchen. I thought that was how a person lived. I thought that a man who is good at his job is allowed to be an empty house. And then there was a boy who came to my door with a, a bag of the bad granola, who said that he did not know what he was doing, and who stood in my hall for two hours until I let him in. And I think that was the day that I started to be a person with a door."
 
He turned a page. His voice had steadied. It had gone low and warm and certain, the voice he used in the dressing room before a game that mattered, and the lawn had gone quiet to match it.
 
"I have a notebook. Shane knows it. It has the rules of the house, and the lists of the things I am afraid of, and a page that says, do not forget to buy oranges. Some of the pages have my mother. Some of them have you. I have written in it the sentence I will say now, so I will not get it wrong. I promise to be a man who tells you when he is sad, even if it is three in the morning and he is a long way away. I promise to be on time, to the airport, to the dinner, to the, to the appointment with the doctor. I promise to ask you what is true and to listen when you answer. I promise that I will never again leave a room because I am afraid that I will break something. I will stay and I will be afraid and I will break it, and then we will fix it, with the glue. I have bought glue. I promise to learn to make a very good soup, which will not be yours, and which will be better." There was a gale of laughter. "And I promise that if you ever do not know which of your memories are yours, I will tell you which of mine are true. I will give you all of them. I have a lot. They are mostly about hockey but some are about you."
 
He looked up from the page. His eyes were as bright as glass and perfectly clear, and he was no longer reading.
 
"Shane. You came to me when I was twenty-one years old, and I did not know what I was worth, and you told me. You are the one person who has said it and I believed it. I have loved you since a very stupid hotel in Toronto, and I will love you in a very old kitchen with very bad knees. I would like to build you a house with a window. I would like to hold the door." He closed the notebook. He held it against his chest with both hands. "That is all. It is the shortest speech I have ever made and it has taken my whole life to write."
 
The lawn did not applaud. It sat in a long, aching, golden silence, with a few people sniffling and a baby making small noises somewhere at the back, and the cedars shifted, and a loon called, once, from the middle of the lake. Shane stood looking at the face in front of him. He found that there was nothing at all he wanted to add. It was all in the room, in the sunlight and the quiet and the broad hands wrapped around a taped-up notebook, and he thought, with enormous clarity, that this was a fact. It had happened. It had been said, in front of everyone, in the open air, and no one could take it back.
 
"Rings," said Hayden, hoarsely. He had a handkerchief in his fist, one of Jackie's. "Milo. Buddy. We're doing the rings."
 
Milo came forward with the dog. He had been waiting on a folding chair at the front with Danielle's hand on his collar, and he trotted up the grass with Gordie plodding beside him and stopped in front of the arch, and with immense ceremony he took the satin pillow off the dog's back and held it up in both hands so that nobody would be in any doubt. Ilya went down on one knee to receive it, with a theatrical groan and a hand on his thigh, and said that he was an old man and this was a very long way down, and Milo, after consideration, said that he could stay there if he wanted. Jackie had tied the two bands to the ribbon that morning, the ones they already wore, a dark platinum and a pale titanium, engraved on the inside by the same jeweler with the same short line. Both of them had refused to say what it was.
 
They put them on each other. It took Ilya three tries, with his hand shaking, to the sound of Cliff's gooselike sobs and a murmur of encouragement from the Newfoundland contingent. Shane's own hand was steadier. He slid the dark band down over a knuckle that had been broken twice, and Ilya, still on his knee, bent and pressed his forehead to the back of Shane's hand and said something low in Russian that was not for anyone. Then Shane pulled him to his feet. They stood facing each other in a thin, quivering, golden silence, and a bird went across the arch, and Hayden said in a breaking voice that by the power vested in him by the Province of Ontario for a period of twenty-four hours, and by a very strong feeling in his own heart, he was glad to say that they were married, and that he would like it noted that they had been married since Tuesday, and that this was just the part with the cake.
 
"You may kiss," he said, and then, with a rush, "God, please kiss. I can't do any more of this."
 
They kissed. It was not elaborate. Ilya took Shane's face in both hands and Shane took hold of his lapels and they met in the middle with a short, firm, shaking pressure, as they had met on the ice at the end of a hundred games, and the lawn rose. It rose in a roar. It rose in a wild disorderly crash of chairs and shouts and clapping and a long ululating whoop from Larocque, who had lifted her enormous straw hat and was waving it over her head like a flag, and the loud flat honk of Cliff blowing his nose, and underneath all of it the high clear voice of Milo, who had been told he could blow bubbles at this point and was doing so, with a bottle in each fist, in a thick drifting cloud that caught the sun. They stood in it. They held on to each other with their foreheads touching. Shane heard Ilya laugh, close to his ear, a cracked, helpless, delighted laugh, and then say in English, hoarsely, with deep satisfaction, "Husband."
 
"Husband," said Shane.
 
"I said it first."
 
"You said it on Tuesday."
 
"I said it quietly, to a stapler." He drew back. His face was a ruin, flushed and streaked and shining, and he was beaming like a lamp. "Now I have said it to eighty people and a dog. It is the best word. I will say it a hundred times today. I will say it to the man who comes to take the chairs."
 
* * *
 
The next two hours were a blur of light and noise that Shane would later assemble from other people's photographs. His mother held him a long time with her face in his lapel and then said that he had grass on his knees. His father shook his hand, hard, and pulled him in without a word, then did the same to Ilya, and the two tall quiet men in suits stood like that for a good ten seconds. Fabian, who had been keeping the golden hour on alert since three o'clock, herded the party down to the water in groups and posed the grooms on the end of the dock, barefoot, trousers rolled to the calf, jackets over their shoulders, and made them laugh by telling Ilya that he had an unreasonably long torso. Troy Barrett came up to Ilya at the edge of the lawn with his ears scarlet and shook his hand for thirty seconds, saying that it was a really great wedding and that he had never been to one with a dog, and Ilya, who had been about to make a joke, said gravely that he was very glad he had come, and Troy walked away looking as if he had been knighted.
 
Polina found them in the lull before the dinner. She came across the grass in her blue silk with her small straight back and her handbag over her arm and the tablet held out in front of her in both hands, and she walked not to Ilya, but to Shane, and stopped in front of him. She said nothing. She turned the screen. A pale face was looking up out of it from a high-backed chair, a thin old man in a gray cardigan, with his white hair combed flat by someone's careful hand and a paper napkin tucked into his collar. He had a cup of tea balanced on his knee. A nurse in a white coat was leaning in at the edge of the frame, smiling, and there was a vase of yellow flowers on the table behind him and a square of afternoon light on the wall. He was watching the screen with polite, puzzled attention, like a man who has been shown a photograph at a dinner party and has not been told who it is.
 
"Grigori," Polina said, in Russian, and then, gently, in English, for Shane. "I have told him there is a wedding. I told him this morning, and again at lunch. I do not know what stays." She turned the tablet to Ilya, who had come up behind with a glass in his hand and gone very still. "Ilyusha. Come. Say hello to Papa."
 
Ilya set the glass on the grass. He knelt, in the good black trousers, on the lawn, and took the tablet in both hands and held it at the level of his face, and Shane saw the old man's eyes move on the screen and fix and sharpen, with an effort that was visible even from where he stood. The room was very quiet. At the edge of the lawn, thirty feet away, somebody had stopped a conversation in the middle of a sentence.
 
"Papa," said Ilya. His voice cracked. "It is me. It is Ilya. I am at a wedding. Do you see? I am wearing the cufflinks."
 
He held up his left wrist, in front of the camera, with the small square silver link shining on the white linen. For several long seconds the old man looked at it. His lips moved. Then, in a clear dry quavering voice, slowly, he said a few words in Russian, and the nurse behind him put a hand to her mouth, and Polina made a sound in her throat like a hiccup. Ilya did not move. His shoulders had gone rigid. "What did he say?" Shane asked, very low, and it was Polina who answered, in a whisper, with tears running openly down her cheeks. "He says, those are good links. He says, they were a wedding present. He says, I wore them to marry Irina, in a green suit, in the spring."
 
"Papa," said Ilya, in a whisper. He had put his forehead down against the edge of the tablet. "Yes. Yes. It is the green suit. You looked very good."
 
"The electrician is here also?" said Grigori, on the screen, looking about in a puzzled way, and his voice had gone thin and plaintive again. "The one with the plant. Is he at the wedding? He is a nice boy."
 
"I am here," Shane said. He had gone down on the grass beside Ilya without deciding to, and put his face near the screen. His voice came out steady. "Hello, Mr. Rozanov. I'm here. It's a very good wedding. The plant's doing well. It has a new leaf."
 
"A new leaf." The old man nodded, with great satisfaction. He looked from one of them to the other, from the tall dark young man on his knees on the grass to the one beside him, in the dark blue suit and green tie, and something worked in his thin face, a faint tremulous change like the shadow of a cloud. "You look after my son," he said, in English, quite distinctly, in a rusty, formal, grating voice, as a man might give an order to a clerk. "He does not eat. You make him eat. You will do this?"
 
"I will," said Shane. "I promise."
 
"Good. Good." The old man leaned back. The light went out of his eyes as quickly as it had come, gently, like a lamp turned down, and he looked at the nurse and asked if there was more tea. The nurse said that there was. Polina said goodbye in a thick voice, in Russian, and touched the screen with one finger, and turned it off. She stood holding the dark tablet against her chest, in the sun, with her chin lifted, and then she handed it to Svetlana, who had come up behind her without a sound, and went and sat on the porch step, small and upright, and put her face in her hands. Nobody went to her. After a minute Yuna came out of the house with a glass of water and sat down beside her, and said nothing, and took one of her hands, and the two of them stayed that way with their heads together.
 
Ilya was still kneeling on the grass. He had not lifted his face. Shane put an arm across his back and felt the whole ribcage heave under the jacket, once, twice, and then the long shuddering exhalation of a man who has been holding something for a very long time. "He said it was a good wedding," said Ilya, thickly, to the lawn. "He said it. He said he wore them for Mama. He remembered. He remembered the suit."
 
"He did."
 
"It is enough." He sat back on his heels and wiped his face with both hands. He looked very young and very tired and unguarded. "It is a very strange thing. I have been angry for twenty years. I was so angry that I do not know what to do with the, with the place where it was. It is like a room that you have cleaned out. I stand in the door and it is empty and it is very clean." He laughed shakily. "Okay. I am going to go and eat a very large amount of food. I would like for you to stand behind me and make sure that I do not cry in the soup."
 
* * *
 
Svetlana's speech was the fourth of the evening, after Dougie Penney's, which had consisted of a song and had not been finished, and after Cliff's, which had been three sentences long and ended with the words I'm gonna go sit down, and after Larocque's, which had been so dry and so short that it took the room several seconds to notice it was over. They were at the long tables on the lawn in the soft pink light of a quarter to eight, and the plates had been cleared and Yuna's pie, in nine flavors, was being cut. Someone had strung a loop of small round bulbs over the dance floor, a square of laid boards in front of the boathouse, and Shane had looked at them for a full minute when they were switched on and found that they were only bulbs. They were not the ones. They were warm and amber, chosen by Svetlana, and under them his mother was dancing a clumsy polka with Uncle Pete.
 
Svetlana stood up. She did it without being introduced, at the end of the second table, with a glass of water in her hand, in the slate dress, with her dark bob smooth and her back as straight as a ruler. She waited. She waited until the whole lawn had gone quiet, and it did, in a few seconds, in a rolling hush, as a room does for a person who has never in her life wasted words.
 
"I have known Ilya Rozanov for twelve years," she said, in her clear precise carrying voice, with the faint hard Russian edge on the consonants. "I met him in a dormitory in Boston when he was nine years old in his head and nineteen in his passport. He did not know how to use a washing machine. He was wearing a pair of jeans that he had owned since Tallinn, with a hole, and he had put them in a dryer with a pair of red socks and a single white dress shirt, and the shirt had come out pink. He stood in front of the dryer and cried. I said, why are you crying, and he said, because I have only one shirt. I said, I will lend you a shirt. And he said, a woman cannot lend me a shirt. I said, why not. And he said, because then I will have to give it back." She paused. "He has been giving it back to me for twelve years. In pieces. In small acts. In a house in Dorchester. I would like to say that he is the most infuriating person that I have ever loved. He is loud. He is late. He does not read the lease. He has the best heart of any man I have met and he spent his whole life keeping it in a drawer."
 
She turned. She looked down the long table, at the faces turned toward her, the Bears and the Centaurs and the aunts in their hats, and then at Shane, at the head, and her face did not soften. It sharpened. It became so clear and so intent that he felt it as pressure.
 
"I said to him, in a bar in Boston, that I thought he was lonely. He said it was fine. I let him say it, because I am his friend and not his mother. And then there was a boy. I thought at the beginning that he was a fool, a person who has never been told no. I was wrong. He has been told no by the whole of his life, in a very polite voice, and he has gone on asking anyway, very quietly, until one day a man opened a door. I would like to say to Shane Hollander in front of everyone that I am not an easy woman to impress, and that I am impressed."
 
A murmur went round. Shane found that he could not look away from her. She lifted her glass of water, a few inches, as if it held something stronger.
 
"To Ilya, who learned to want things. To Shane, who learned to wait. I have a chart. It is in the binder. It says that in five years they will have a second house and a very large dog and a dispute about the thermostat. I am correct about the dog. I will be correct about the rest. May you always be difficult together. May you never be difficult at the same time." She drank. "That is all. I am going to sit. I am also going to cry, in private, in the kitchen, and I ask everyone to ignore it."
 
"I will not ignore it," said Ilya, and was already out of his chair. He crossed the grass in six strides and lifted her bodily off her feet in a bear hug that made her yelp, and she hit him on the shoulder with an open hand, hard, and said in Russian that he would crush her dress. He did not put her down. The whole of the lawn was laughing and clapping and he was holding her off the ground with her heels kicking, with his face pressed into her shoulder and hers hidden in his collar, and Shane saw her hand come up and close in the back of his hair, very tight, and stay there. Over his shoulder she met Shane's eyes across the grass. She did not smile. She mouthed a single word, carefully, in capitals, and it was the one that she had texted him a hundred times. FINALLY.
 
* * *
 
It was Harris who made the announcement, from behind the folding table at the edge of the dance floor, with his laptop open and a microphone that Svetlana had confiscated from the string quartet. He said that it was his great honor to inform the guests that the first dance was about to occur. He said that he had been given nine options and had been told by the groom that he would not be told which, and that therefore he could not be blamed. "It was picked by Ilya Rozanov in a text message at three o'clock this afternoon, in capital letters, with four exclamation points," he said. "I think it's the right one. I'm just going to hit play."
 
Shane had not been told either. He stood at the edge of the boards beside the old wooden bench with a glass of ginger ale that he had forgotten to drink, and watched Ilya come toward him across the amber light with a look of enormous private glee. He had taken his jacket off. His sleeves were rolled to the elbow, the cufflinks lay in his breast pocket for safety, and his hair had come entirely out of its arrangement and fallen over his forehead. He took the glass from Shane's fingers and put it on the bench and led him out onto the boards, and in the half dark beyond the lights the guests drew back into a loose, quiet ring, and a few phones went up.
 
The song began. It was a piano, a spare opening, followed after a bar or two by a woman's voice, high and clear and a little rough, and Shane knew it by the second line. It was the Rihanna one. It was a song that he had heard in grocery stores and in the backs of cabs and in the locker room after a win, and that he had never once in his life thought about, and it was about a person who was shining. He began to laugh. He could not help it. It came up out of him in a helpless rush as Ilya's hand settled in the small of his back, and he put his forehead on the broad shoulder and shook with it, and felt Ilya's voice rumble in his chest.
 
"It is perfect," Ilya said, into his hair, with great dignity. "It is a song about a diamond. I am a diamond. It is very simple."
 
"You picked it because it's got the word diamond in it."
 
"I picked it because I was lying on a floor in Boston and it came on the radio and I thought of you, and I did not know why. I had a, how do you say. A feeling. I cried in a, in a Dunkin' Donuts parking lot. I did not know that it was a very famous song." He drew back, and looked down, and his face was soft, flushed, and lit from beneath by the bulbs. "Do not say anything to Harris. He has made a list of four hundred songs. I did not read it. He will be hurt."
 
"I'll say it was the best one."
 
"It was the best one. I did not need the other three hundred and ninety-nine." He pulled Shane in. It was not a good dance. Ilya, who could thread a puck through three sticks at forty miles an hour, moved on dry ground like a very polite bear. He stepped on Shane's foot and apologized in two languages, until Shane, who had taken six Tuesday lessons in a community center basement from an instructor with a mustache, got a hand under his elbow and took charge, and Ilya stood with his eyes wide, saying the counts under his breath in Russian, a half beat behind.
 
The song went on. The light shifted. A moth blundered into the amber bulbs and set the whole string swinging, and the shadows of the two of them swung over the boards and over the faces of the people at the edge, and Shane heard, from somewhere in the dark, a woman give a long wet unsteady sigh that was certainly his mother. He did not look. He kept his eyes on the man in front of him. At some point Ilya had stopped counting. His hand had come up from the small of Shane's back and spread across his shoulder blade, and the other held his own with the two rings pressed together, one dark and one pale, and they had slowed, without noticing it, into something plain and steady, not a dance, just two people turning in a small circle, with their heads together. The song climbed. Ilya sang along, under his breath, very badly, in an accent that turned every vowel into a surprise, and Shane did not correct him.
 
"I did not think," Ilya said, close to his ear. His voice was thick. "When I was a boy. In the flat. With the, with the poster of the Red Army team. I did not think that a person like me would be in a place like this. In front of people. With his name on a, on a card. I thought a thing like this was for the other kind of man. The man who is easy."
 
"You're the other kind of man."
 
"I am a very difficult man who is also a husband." He pressed his face against Shane's temple. "I would like you to know that it is the best thing that has ever happened to me. It is better than the Cup. I have told this to Cliff, in confidence. It is the first time I have said it to the person."
 
"I know," said Shane. "It's the best thing that's happened to me too."
 
He meant it. He turned the sentence over afterward, in the dark, in the bed, and found that it was whole. There was no reservation in it, no corner where a yellow dress stood waiting. The grief had been there at the rehearsal and it had been there at the arch, at the edge of the aisle, and he had let it stand beside him with a hand on its shoulder, and now it had gone somewhere quiet and left the room to the two of them. It would come back. He knew that. It would come back on a Tuesday, or in a grocery store, or at the end of a long road with the radio on. But tonight it was dancing, somewhere at the far end of the boards, with the Newfoundland captain's wife. He pulled Ilya closer, and the song swelled, and the lawn burst into applause, and he did not hear it.
 
* * *
 
It was a quarter to one when they slipped away. The party was still going on behind them in a noisy, happy, sprawling way, with Dougie Penney leading a chorus of something about a boat on the dance floor and Cliff asleep upright in a lawn chair with a plate balanced on his stomach, and Ed from the equipment room teaching Milo, who should have been in bed three hours earlier, to do a dance that involved a great deal of waving. Nobody saw them go. That was not true. Svetlana saw them, from the porch, with a mug of tea in both hands and her shoes off, and lifted the mug an inch in a tiny silent toast, and returned to the conversation she was having with Farah about the cost of a bad florist. They went around the side of the house in the dark, hand in hand, over the cool grass, past the arch with its ferns gone silver, and down the path through the cedars to the boathouse. The door was ajar. A light was on in the loft.
 
Yuna had been up there. It was obvious as soon as they climbed the steps. The old iron bed had been made with new sheets, cool white cotton that smelled of the line, and the red-and-white quilt lay folded back across the foot. A lamp with a yellow shade stood on a crate beside it. On the window ledge, in a jam jar, someone had put a handful of wild daisies, and beside it a small white plate held two pieces of pie under a dish towel, with two forks. A second note lay on the pillow, in the round hand, with a pen on top. It said, I did not do anything. Nobody did. Sleep well. Love, Mom. And under it in smaller letters, Don't tell your father that I put out the forks.
 
"She knew," said Ilya. He was laughing silently, with his hand over his mouth. "She knew we would come back here. It is a historic site."
 
"My mother has been putting things in rooms since 1990."
 
"She is the best woman in Canada." He picked up the plate and set it down again with a reverent air and turned, and Shane, who had closed the door behind them, put his back against it and looked at him. He was standing in the lamplight in his shirtsleeves and bare feet, with the loose tie around his neck, and the light slid over the dark hair, the long jaw, the broad chest rising and falling under the open collar, the ring on his left hand. He had been looked at all day. He had been hugged and photographed and wept on and toasted, and in front of Shane, in the yellow light, with the pie on the window ledge and the crickets going outside, he looked suddenly shy.
 
"Come here," said Shane. "I want to do something."
 
He did not say what. He crossed the boards in three steps and put his hands on the front of Ilya's shirt and undid the buttons, one at a time, from the top, with his eyes on his fingers. His own hands were not quite steady. When the shirt was open he pushed it back off the shoulders and let it fall, and bent his head and kissed the hollow of the throat, and felt Ilya's breath leave him in a long shaken exhalation. He took the tie off. He folded it in half and laid it on the crate beside the lamp, with great care, as though it were a thing that would be wanted tomorrow, and Ilya made a small incredulous noise that was close to a laugh. "You are tidying," he said. "On our wedding night. I married a man who tidies."
 
"I'm making a point. I'm going to take my time."
 
"This again."
 
"I mean it." He undid the belt and drew it out of the loops and set it on top of the tie. He knelt and took off Ilya's trousers, and sat back on his heels looking up at him, and Ilya, with one hand on the iron rail of the bed to steady himself, looked down with a face gone dark and wide-eyed. "I want you to lie down," Shane said. "On your back, in the middle. And I don't want you to do anything. You told me once that you wanted to be held down. I'd like to do it right."
 
For a few seconds Ilya did not move. Then he sat on the edge of the mattress and lay back with a creak of springs, in the lamplight, on the clean white sheets, with his arms flung up over his head and his knees a little apart, and looked at the rafters. He was breathing quickly. His eyes were very bright. Shane undressed. He did it in the middle of the floor, with his back to the window, and he was aware of being watched, of the weight of that blue gaze following every button, and he did not rush it. He put his clothes on the crate. When he climbed onto the bed and over him, on his hands and knees, Ilya reached up to touch his face and Shane caught his wrist and pressed it down into the pillow, gently, beside his head, and said, "No. I said. Let me."
 
"Okay," said Ilya, in a whisper. "Okay. I am letting."
 
It was a long time. Shane began at the mouth, and stayed there, with a steady unrushed pressure that opened by degrees into deeper, wetter, hungrier kisses, with his weight resting on his forearms and Ilya's hands pinned loosely by his own on either side of the pillow, until the whole big body under him was straining upward and a low sound was coming out of Ilya's throat on every breath. He moved down. He kissed the throat and the collarbone and the broad plane of the chest, and took a nipple between his teeth and heard Ilya's breath stutter, and went on down, over the ribs and the hard flat belly, with his hands spread on the hips, until he was lying between the strong thighs with his mouth against the crease of the groin and the heat of the other man rising against his cheek. He did not hurry. He took him in his mouth, and held him there, and moved, with a patience that was close to cruel, drawing up and sinking down with his tongue flat and his hand working in time, listening to the sounds coming from above him, the broken English and the Russian and the ragged sound of his own name, until Ilya's hips came up off the sheets and a hand came down into his hair, trembling, and did not pull. It simply rested there.
 
"Shane. Please. Please, I want you to. I want you inside."
 
"I know." He lifted his head. His mouth was wet. "Tell me again."
 
"I want you inside me. I want you to, to be the one." The words came out in a rush, flushed and unguarded, with his eyes squeezed shut. "I have not, I have not asked you for it in a long time. I am asking. I want to feel it. On this night. I want to know that it is a, that you are here."
 
Shane reached for the lube. He had put it in the pocket of his trousers that morning, with a faint embarrassed smile, next to the small envelope from his mother that he had not yet opened, and he took it now and warmed it between his fingers. He took his time. He opened Ilya with one slick finger and then two, working slowly, and watched the long body arch and shudder and loosen, the thighs falling open and the heels sliding on the sheet, and he bent and kissed the hard muscle of the stomach and murmured against it that he was here, that he was not going anywhere, that he had all night. He said it three or four times. Ilya's head turned on the pillow, from side to side, with his hands clenched in the sheets, and when Shane found the place that made his whole frame jerk and a short cry break out of him, he did it again, lightly, patiently, and again, until Ilya was swearing in a high cracked voice and begging him to stop teasing.
 
When Shane finally lifted himself over him and set himself against him, he stopped. He held the thick sweat-damp hair back from the forehead with one hand. He looked down at the face under him, the open mouth and the dark lashes and the crooked nose, wet and flushed and fully naked in the lamplight, and he said, very quietly, "Look at me."
 
Ilya opened his eyes. They were a deep, drowned, shining blue. He nodded, once, and Shane pushed in, with a long slow glide that drew a gasp from them both, and Ilya's hands came up at once and gripped his shoulders, so hard that the nails bit, and held on. They stayed like that, still, for a long time. The air was hot and close and smelled of cedar and clean linen and sweat. Down by the water something plashed, and the voices of the party came faintly through the open window, a burst of laughter, a snatch of song, the thin high laugh of a child who should have been asleep. He had never been so aware of a body. He could feel the pulse under his own chest, fast and strong, and the clasp around him, hot and tight and trembling, and the sheer astonishing weight of the fact that this was a man's whole trust, that it was being given to him, freely, with the eyes open. He began to move.
 
He did not hurry. He rocked in long deep strokes that built by increments, with a slow roll of the hips, and every time he sank in to the hilt Ilya's breath came out in a broken sound, and his legs came up around Shane's waist and his heels dug into the small of his back. He said Shane's name. He said it in Russian, and in English, and he said the word that he had said in the kitchen, the one that meant home, and he said that it was good, that it was so good, that he had not known that it could be like this, and Shane, with his face pressed into the damp curve of the neck, said that it was like this because it was them. He took hold of Ilya's hands and pressed them into the mattress above his head, the ring against the ring, the dark band and the pale, and laced their fingers tight. He kept the pace. He kept it even when his own breath was coming in gasps and the muscles of his back had begun to shake and the bed was knocking against the wall in a steady ancient rhythm, and the crickets outside had gone silent as if to listen.
 
"Touch me," Ilya said. "Please. I cannot. I am close."
 
"I've got you." Shane freed one hand and wrapped it around him, hot and slick and heavy, and stroked in time. It took very little. Ilya's whole body drew tight beneath him, the head thrown back and the throat working and the grip on his fingers turned to iron, and then he came, with a deep ragged shout that Shane felt against his own mouth, in long hot pulses over his fist and the hard stomach, shuddering from his heels to his scalp. The clench around Shane was too much. It pulled him over. He buried his face in the sweat-slick shoulder and heard himself cry out, a hoarse broken sound, and spilled into the warmth of him in a long helpless wave that went on and on, until he had nothing left, and lay across him with his heart slamming and his forehead pressed against a collarbone.
 
It was a long time before either of them spoke. The lamp burned steadily. The sweat dried on their skin in the cooling air and Shane, with an effort, rolled off and drew the quilt over them and gathered Ilya in against his chest. He did not let go. Ilya's head lay in the hollow of his shoulder, and one big hand lay spread across his ribs, over his heart, as it had lain on the first night in Boston, and they listened to the water slap against the pilings.
 
"I am married," Ilya said at last, drowsily, in a voice gone to gravel.
 
"You've been married since Tuesday."
 
"I was not married on Tuesday. I was only legal." He yawned, hugely, and turned his face into Shane's neck. "I am married now. It is in the body. I can feel it. It is in my, in the legs." A pause. "I would also like pie."
 
Shane laughed. He found the plate by feel and drew it across the sheet, and the two of them ate the pie lying down in the lamplight, with the two forks, passing the plate back and forth over Ilya's stomach. It was rhubarb. Ilya said that he would put it in the notebook, under the page about the window, that on the night of his wedding he had eaten rhubarb pie in a boathouse, and that it was the first thing he would tell his grandchildren. Shane said that they did not have grandchildren. Ilya said that it was a very long game and that he was a patient man.
 
He was asleep within minutes, with his mouth a little open and the fork still in his fist, and Shane took it out of his hand and set it on the plate. After a while he found his trousers on the floor, and the small envelope in the pocket, and sat up against the iron rail with the quilt around his waist.
 
It was not sealed. He drew out the single folded card. It was heavy cream stock, the kind his mother used for thank-you notes, and on one side, in her round upright hand, in blue ink, she had written out a recipe for cabbage rolls, with the quantities, and the oven temperature, and a small note in the margin that said, Don't skimp on the dill. On the other side, in a neat slanting hand that he did not know, in black, in careful English, was a recipe for a dark rye bread, and a line at the bottom that said, For the bad kitchen, from Polina. And below both, in his mother's writing again, squeezed in at the bottom in a space that had clearly been left for it, a few lines.
 
It said, When you are tired of being brave, make this. Put the radio on. Invite someone in. You have a house now and a table, and a person who will sit at it. That is all a mother has ever wanted for a child, and I have it. You are not alone, and neither is he. Whatever you carry, you can put it down on the counter while the dough rises. It will keep. I love you more than I can say. Mom.
 
He read it twice. Then he folded it along its crease and held it against his chest with his eyes shut and the tears running down. He was not sad. It was larger than either happiness or grief, a wide quiet shore where both of them could stand and look at the same water. He thought of a small square room in the Glebe with a deep window seat, and an ugly chair, and a day when that room would not be empty, and a day after that when he would be unable to remember it ever having been, and he thought that none of the people who slept there would be anyone he had lost. They would only be themselves. He found that he could bear to think it. He found that he wanted to.
 
Outside, very faintly, across the lake, the party was singing, a rough cheerful song in many voices with Dougie Penney's bass underneath. He tucked the card under the pillow and pulled the quilt over both of them and settled his arm around the broad sleeping back, and Ilya turned in his sleep and pressed closer with a murmur that might have been a name. He left the lamp on. He lay watching the shadow of the moth and the square of dark window, where the first gray line of dawn came up behind the cedars, and the loons began, one and then another, calling to each other in long wavering notes, and he listened until he slept.
 
His phone, on the floor in the pocket of the trousers, lit up at six minutes past five. It was a text, from a number he had saved under a name that had, over two years, acquired more capital letters than any contact in his phone. It said, I HAVE SEEN THE LAMP FROM THE PORCH. I AM NOT COMING DOWN. THE CHART SAYS YOU HAVE UNTIL TEN. And a minute later, because she was a person who finished things, it said, CONGRATULATIONS, HUSBAND OF THE FOOL. I AM VERY HAPPY. DO NOT TELL HIM I SAID.
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  The fertility clinic occupied the third floor of a glass building on Carling Avenue, between a dental office and a company that sold hearing aids, and Shane had driven past it four times that summer without ever once reading the sign. On the second Tuesday of August he read it. He sat in the gray sedan in the parking lot with the engine off and the cracked rear window baking in the sun, watching a woman in scrubs eat a sandwich on a bench, while Ilya in the passenger seat read aloud from a folder of consent forms that Svetlana had prepared in the Boston brownstone and mailed to Ottawa in a padded envelope with the word UNDERSTAND written across the front in red marker. They had come back from a ten day honeymoon in Estonia and Newfoundland, an itinerary Ilya had designed himself and that had involved a very long ferry and a very small house with a woodstove, and they had been married for exactly three weeks. The plan had been made at the lake, in the loft of the boathouse, in the gray hour after the party, and it had sounded simple there, with quilt over their legs and the pie plate between them. It did not sound simple now.
 
"I will read the part about the egg," Ilya said. He had his reading glasses on, a pair of black frames Shane had bought him in June after discovering he had been squinting at menus for a year and calling it style. "It says, if you are using a donor, you will be matched on a, a profile. Height, education, hair. It says you can choose a known donor or an anonymous one. It says, think about what you want to tell the child." He lowered the page. "I have been thinking about this since Tuesday and I have a very strong opinion and I do not want to say it first."
 
"Say it first."
 
"I want the egg to be a stranger. I want a woman I will never meet who does a kind thing and goes home. I do not want Sveta. I know you thought of Sveta, you had a face when I said the word donor, and I love her, but I will not make her the, the half of my child. It is too much to ask a person and it is too much to ask a friendship." He took the glasses off and folded them against his knee. "And I do not want it to be a person who looks at the baby in a restaurant in twenty years and thinks, mine. This is not a good thing to say. It is only what I think."
 
"It's what I think too," said Shane, and found that his voice was steadier than his hands, which he had put in his lap. "I've been going back and forth since June. I kept thinking I'd need it to be somebody with a face. Somebody the kid could look up. And then I thought, what the kid will need is us, and a very good story told early, and a lot of oranges." He exhaled. "Okay. Anonymous. We pick a profile and we don't pick it for how it looks."
 
"We pick for the heart," said Ilya gravely. "A woman with a good heart and an average height. I am done now. I have said my piece. Let us go and be brave in front of a doctor."
 
The doctor was a tall, slow-moving woman in her fifties named Renata Kowalczyk, with a gray braid down her back and a framed print of a heron on the wall behind her desk, and she had clearly dealt with a great many people who were frightened and had decided long ago to treat that as the normal condition of anyone who came through her door. She did not recognize them, or if she did she gave no sign. She asked them how long they had been together and Ilya said fifteen months and then, after consideration, three weeks. She asked whether they had discussed which of them would be the biological father and Shane said that they had talked about it for two nights and had not reached a position, and she nodded and told them that a great many couples chose to fertilize half the donor eggs with each partner's sample and then transfer whichever embryos tested best, without knowing whose they were, and that the clinic would not tell them unless they asked. She said that some couples later regretted not knowing and some regretted knowing, and that there was no correct answer, only a question each pair had to answer for itself before the day came.
 
"I would like not to know," Ilya said at once. He had gone slightly pale. "I think I would like it to be the child's, first. Not mine or his."
 
"I want to know," said Shane. He had not planned to say it. He heard it come out of his mouth in the small white room with its box of tissues and its model of a uterus made of soft pink rubber, and he saw Ilya turn his head. "Not because it matters. I'd love it the same. It's only that I'm somebody who needs the facts, I always have been. I'd rather know the truth and carry it than have it hidden in a file." He looked at Ilya. "I'm sorry. I didn't know I was going to say that."
 
"No. It is good." Ilya had put a hand on his knee. "It is a very Shane answer. You can know. You will tell me or you will not tell me, and we will see if I can stand it." He gave a small crooked smile. "I think I can stand a great deal more than I used to."
 
Dr. Kowalczyk wrote something down. She explained the next part in the flat kind voice of a person who had given the speech four thousand times. Because commercial surrogacy was illegal in Canada, they would need a woman who was willing to carry a child for them without payment beyond her documented expenses, and the clinic could not supply one, though a nonprofit agency in the city kept a registry of women who had come forward, and a number of couples found their carrier through friends. She said that the legal and counseling steps would take a few months, that the carrier would need to be assessed as thoroughly as the parents, and that there was, in her experience, no form of family making that asked more of the people on all sides of it. Then she looked up from her pad and said, in a different register, that she wanted to ask them one thing before they left that had nothing to do with law.
 
"Whatever you are imagining right now," she said, "the child you picture when you close your eyes, I would like you to say it out loud to each other before you start. Not to me. At home. Every couple has a version. A girl with her mother's chin, a boy who is good at skating. Most of the time it is harmless. But sometimes the image is carrying more than the couple knows, and it is far easier to learn that in a kitchen than in an ultrasound room at eleven weeks." She closed the folder. "That is all. I say it to everyone. Please do not take it as a warning."
 
They did not take it as a warning. They took it, rather, as a thing to be carried out to the car in two sets of hands, and in the parking lot Ilya stopped beside the driver's door with the sun in his eyes and said, quite casually, in the voice he used to ask about the grocery list, whether Shane would like to say his version right now or at dinner.
 
"At dinner," said Shane. His mouth had gone dry. "I need to think about how."
 
"Okay. At dinner." Ilya kissed him on the cheek, a short dry kiss, and got into the passenger seat, and put on the black glasses again, and began reading aloud about the process for checking a donor's medical history, and Shane started the engine and drove home along the canal in the long gold light with a sentence turning in his head like a coin in a pocket.
 
* * *
 
He said it badly, which was how he had learned to say the important things. They ate on the back step of the house in the Glebe, because the kitchen was too small for two people and a very large pot and because the evening was warm, with bowls of Ilya's cabbage soup balanced on their knees and the sagging maple throwing long moving shadows over the garden, which David had already begun to claim with a set of string lines and four wooden stakes. A boy somewhere on the street was practicing slap shots against a garage door. Ilya ate his soup with the focus of a man who knew he was about to be told something and had decided to be well fed for it, and when Shane set his spoon down in the bowl and said that he had a version, Ilya put his own spoon down too, in the same place, and turned on the step so that his knee pressed against Shane's.
 
"I see her," Shane said. "I always see her first. She has dark hair that won't stay in anything, and she's four, and she's very serious about whatever she's doing, a puzzle or a worm, and she has your eyes. Not like yours, exactly. They're yours. I can see the exact blue, the little ring around the pupil, and she looks at me over the top of a spoon and decides I'm allowed to stay." He had been looking at the maple. He made himself turn his head. "And behind her there's a boy. He's smaller. He doesn't talk yet, he's a hugger, and he's a terrible sleeper, and he refuses to wear a coat. I know that's Katya and Nico. I know that's who it is. I've known it since the pond at your parents' cottage, since before that, since the Foundation, and I've been telling myself that I could build something different and be fine, and I think I can. I think I will. But the version in my head isn't new, Ilya. It's two children I buried, and I don't know how to stand in a clinic and pick a stranger's eggs without feeling like I'm trying to put them back."
 
The boy down the street hit the garage door again, a flat hard crack that echoed off the brick. Ilya had not moved. He sat with his hands loose on his knees and his eyes on Shane's face, and Shane watched him take it in, as he took in a play, in pieces, with the attention going first to the facts and only afterward to what they weighed. When he spoke his voice was very quiet.
 
"Thank you for saying it. I know it was a hard thing." He cleared his throat. "Can I ask you some questions? They are not tests."
 
"Ask anything."
 
"Do you want the children to be them? Not the idea of them. Do you want, if the doctor says, here is a girl with dark hair and she is four, to say, this is Katya, I recognize her?"
 
"No." The answer came out so fast that it startled him. He thought about it afterward, sitting up in the bed with the lamp off, and could find nothing in it that he would take back. "God, no. I'd hate that. It would be unfair to her and I'd be terrified every minute that I was seeing the wrong kid. I want a child who has her own face. I just want to be able to look at that face and not hear an echo." He heard his voice crack and let it. "And I'm afraid I'll hear it. I'm afraid I'll hold a baby for the first time and the whole room will be full of two people who never got born, and I'll be so busy grieving them that I miss the one who's actually here."
 
"This is a very reasonable fear," said Ilya. "I would have the same." He took Shane's hand off his knee and turned it over and ran a thumb along the crease of the palm. "I will tell you what I think, and you decide if it is stupid. I think you are going to grieve them, and you are going to do it in front of the baby, and in front of me, in kitchens and in the car and in the middle of the night, and you will not be able to stop it, because it is not a thing a person stops. And I think it will not hurt the child. A child grows up in a house where a person is sometimes sad and says so. This is, I think, the most normal thing in the world. My mother was sad in front of me. Nobody told me what it was, and that was the harm." He paused. "If I know what it is, if you tell me, I can be a person who says, Papa is thinking about his other children. He loves them, they are in his heart, come here and sit on my knee. And then there is nothing hidden. Nothing in the, in the closet."
 
Shane had begun to cry. He did it quietly, with his face turned toward the maple and the soup going cold in his lap, and Ilya reached over and took the bowl out of his hands and set it on the step beside his own. He pulled Shane against his side, one big arm around the back of his neck, and Shane let his head drop onto the broad shoulder and breathed in the smell of onions and cedar and the laundry soap Ilya had insisted they buy in bulk. He could feel the heart under his cheek going steady and a little fast. After a while Ilya said, very low, that he had a request, and Shane said that he could have anything.
 
"Tell me about them. Not all at once. Not like a report. I would like it to be a thing we do, a, how do you say, a ritual. One story a week. Sunday, maybe, when we are not tired. You tell me a thing that Katya did, or Nico, a thing that was funny, a thing that was terrible, and I listen, and I ask questions, and I remember it. And when we have the child, the real one, it will have been told a thousand stories about two people who lived in its father's head, and they will be, I do not know, uncles. Cousins. Friends who live very far away."
 
"You'd want that?"
 
"I want to know my family," said Ilya simply. "All of it. Even the part that is in your head."
 
Shane laughed, a wet shaky helpless sound, and said that nobody had ever put it like that, and Ilya said that he was very good with words when he was not in public. They sat on the step until the light went blue and the boy gave up on his garage door and the first bats began to flicker over the garden. He told the first story that night, in the dark, in bed, with Ilya's hand spread across his ribs. It was about a Saturday morning in the other life, a pancake that Nico had thrown at the ceiling, and the way it had stuck there for three days until Katya, who was four and regarded it as an animal, had named it Gerald.
 
"Gerald," said Ilya, into the pillow, shaking with silent laughter. "Of course. A pancake called Gerald." He turned over and put his arm around Shane's waist. "Tell me what happened to Gerald."
 
"He fell on your head," Shane said. "During a very serious phone call with your agent."
 
"I would have been furious."
 
"You were. You said a Russian word that she repeated at preschool for a month."
 
"Oh, I like her," said Ilya fervently, and the two of them lay laughing in the dark until the laughter turned, somewhere in the middle, into something that was not laughter, and Shane cried again in his arms, and was held, and was not asked to stop.
 
* * *
 
They found Odile Fortier in October, and she found them, in the way that things happened in Ottawa, through a chain of coincidences that Svetlana later described, with some bitterness, as a failure of her own research. She was thirty-four, a paramedic in Gatineau with a short silver-streaked haircut and forearms like a rower's, married to a woman named Camille who taught music at an elementary school, and she had two children of her own, a boy of nine and a girl of six, who were presently in the middle of a dispute over a trampoline. She had carried a baby for a friend once before, in Sherbrooke, and had decided afterward that she would do it again if the right people came. She had registered with the agency in the spring. She had seen the news about the wedding and had said nothing for several weeks, and then she had called the agency and asked, in careful French, whether it would be inappropriate for her to put her name forward to a specific couple, and the woman on the phone, who was not supposed to say it, had said that no, it would not.
 
They met in the garden of the house in the Glebe on a cold clear Saturday afternoon, with David's string lines laid out across the beds and the tomato stakes still standing from August in a row like a regiment. Odile came with Camille and the two children, who ran straight to the maple and began to climb it. She shook Shane's hand and Ilya's in the same firm quick way, and looked around the garden and the narrow back of the red brick house and the kitchen window with its row of mismatched mugs, and said in English, with a strong Quebec accent, that it was a nice yard and that she was not going to pretend she had come for any reason other than to look at them. Ilya, who had put on the gray sweater and taken it off and put it on again, said that he would also like to look at her, and that he had made lemon cake, and that he was extremely nervous.
 
"Good," said Odile. "A person who is not nervous about this should not be doing it." She sat down at the iron table with her hands around a mug of coffee, and Camille sat beside her with a hand on her arm, a small round woman with dark curls and a face that was already crinkling. "I will tell you why I want to. It is not a, a big story. When I was twenty-eight I could not have children. Not for a long time. My first was an emergency, it was almost bad, and the doctors said, we do not know. And then there was my son, and then my daughter, and I thought, I have been given this. Very easily, at the end. And my friend in Sherbrooke, Magali, had no uterus. She was born without it. She cried at my kitchen table for two hours and I said, I will do it, and it was the best thing I have ever done." She turned the mug. "I want to be clear. I am not a saint. I am a person who is good at pregnancy and good at giving things back. I do not want the baby. I want to see you hold it."
 
"We cannot pay you," Shane said. He had been rehearsing it. "I want to say that straight. We'll cover every expense, everything the law allows, but we can't give you money for the, for what you're doing."
 
"I know. I do not want money." She looked at him with calm gray eyes. "I want to know that you will tell the child where it came from. That is all I ask. That you will say, a woman named Odile carried you, and she did it because she loved the idea of you. And if the child wants to meet me, at ten or fifteen or forty, you will let it. This is my only condition."
 
"Yes," said Ilya, so quickly that Camille laughed. "Yes. Of course. I would tell it every day. I would tell it before it could understand. I will say, a very strong woman from Gatineau put you in her belly and then gave you to us like a, a present." He stopped, flushed. "I am sorry. I have a very bad way of saying things."
 
"You have a very good way," said Camille, wiping her eyes. "It is exactly what she would like."
 
The lawyers took two months. There were four of them, in the end, two for the couple and two for Odile and Camille, and Svetlana, from Boston, attended every conference call by speakerphone with a legal pad and a voice like a dentist's drill. Dr. Bhatt, whom Shane now saw twice a week in the Ottawa suburbs in a small gray room with a yucca plant, called the process a gauntlet and approved of it. She said that anything that forced two adults to look hard at what they wanted before they began was a kindness, and when Shane told her about Katya and Nico and the weekly story she said nothing for a long time, and then she said that in thirty years of practice she had never heard a better idea than the one Ilya had come up with, and that Shane should marry him. He told her he already had. She said that she meant it with more feeling.
 
The egg donor was a woman from a bank in Vancouver, a thirty-one year old marine biologist who liked to swim and wrote, in the box marked Message to the Family, a single line that said, I hope the kid is curious. They chose her in November over a dish of takeout dumplings, with the laptop between them on the kitchen table and Ilya reading the profile aloud in a gentle reverent voice, as though it were a letter. They did not look at the photograph. Ilya had asked to cover the thumbnail with his thumb, and Shane had let him, because the point was to choose a person and not a face. The embryos were made in the first week of December, nine of them, fertilized in two batches with a code on the lids that only one nurse in the building could read, and after the genetic testing came back, four were considered good enough to freeze. Dr. Kowalczyk telephoned on a Thursday afternoon. Shane took the call in the equipment room of the Centaurs' practice facility, standing between a rack of sticks and a bin of damp towels with a phone against his ear and his heart going so loudly that he could barely hear the number she gave him. Four. They had four. She asked if he would like to know the sex of any of them and he said no, he did not want to know that, and then she asked about the other thing.
 
"I'd like to know," he said, to the sticks. "I told you. I'd like to know whose they are."
 
"All right. I will send the sealed envelope to your lawyer. You can open it whenever you decide." She paused. "Shane, I want to say, in a personal capacity, that I think you are going to be very good at this."
 
"I'm not sure I will be."
 
"No one is sure. It is a bad sign when they are." He heard a rustle of paper. "Congratulations. I will see you in the new year."
 
He stood in the equipment room for a long time after she hung up. It smelled of tape and liniment and the particular sourness of a fan that had been run on wet gear for six hours, and through the wall he could hear the Centaurs' voices, Dougie Penney bellowing a verse of something nautical and Troy Barrett shrieking with laughter, and the flat double crack of a puck hitting the glass. A skate blade clicked on the tile outside. The door opened and Harris Drover leaned in, in his sweater and lanyard, and asked whether Shane was all right, and Shane said that he was, that he had just been told he had four of something, and Harris said that it sounded like a good number.
 
"It's a great number," Shane said. He was smiling so broadly that his face hurt. "It's the best number I've ever had."
 
* * *
 
The transfer was set for the nineteenth of November, because Odile had asked for a day when her own children would be at her mother's, and because Larocque, who had been told everything in the same kind brisk tone she used for trades, had arranged the Centaurs' schedule so that neither of them would be on the road. It fell on a Tuesday. It was a gray cold morning with a threat of snow, and the five of them, Shane and Ilya and Odile and Camille and a nurse named Prudence who wore a pink cardigan and a small silver pin shaped like a stork, went into a clinical room at the back of the third floor with a blue curtain and a bank of monitors. They had been told that two people were allowed in the procedure room. Odile had looked at Camille and said that she would like Shane to be one of them, and Camille had looked at Ilya, and Ilya, who had gone the color of paper, had said that he understood perfectly, that he would be in the hall, and that if Shane needed him he would stand directly outside with his ear against the door like a madman.
 
"You can both come," said Odile, with a shrug. "I have been naked in front of four doctors and a dog. It does not matter to me." She was already on the table with a paper sheet over her knees and a heating pad under her back, and she did not seem frightened. She looked, rather, like a woman waiting for a bus. "It is a very small thing. They put a tube, and a, a little drop of fluid, and then you lie there for ten minutes and think about nothing. I have done it twice. It is the least painful part."
 
They stood at the head of the table, one on each side. Ilya had taken her hand without being asked and was holding it in both of his like a small fragile animal, and she had allowed it with a patient smile. On the monitor above their heads an ultrasound image showed a gray cloud with a dark curved hollow, which Dr. Kowalczyk, in a paper cap and a mask, said was the uterus, and she moved the wand a quarter inch and told them, in the calm low voice of a woman describing a landscape, that the catheter was in place and that the embryo was in the tube. Shane could not look at the screen. He found that he was looking at the ceiling, at a water stain the shape of a cow, and then he made himself look. There was a bright pinprick of light in the gray, as small as a star, that appeared at the end of the line and flashed, once. Prudence said softly, there it goes. Dr. Kowalczyk withdrew the tube. And the dark curved hollow on the screen went on being a dark curved hollow, with nothing in it that either of them could see, and that was all.
 
"That's it?" said Ilya.
 
"That is all," said Dr. Kowalczyk. "It is a very modest ceremony. We will do the test in ten days. Until then she rests, and she does not lift anything heavy, and she does not run, and she does not have her child's trampoline." She smiled under the mask. "Congratulations on the first step."
 
The ten days were the longest of Shane's life, and for most of them he did not recognize himself. He played two games in the middle of it and could not afterward have said the score. On the Thursday, against Tampa, he took a shot to the side of the knee in the second period that would have made him swear aloud in any other season, and he skated to the bench with a polite smile and sat down, and Coach Pelletier, a dry gray unsmiling man from Trois-Rivières who regarded speech as a limited resource, looked at him for several seconds and then said in French that he should go home. Shane said he was fine. Pelletier said that he had a wife who had once told him the same thing in the middle of a labor, and that he would not be asking again. He went. Ilya came home from the game at midnight with an ice pack and a plate of cold pizza, and found him sitting in the dark of the living room with his hand pressed flat over the knee and his phone face up on the arm of the couch, and sat down on the floor in front of him and said nothing for twenty minutes.
 
"I keep thinking she'll get her period," Shane said finally. "Odile. I keep thinking they'll call and say it didn't take, and I'll have to stand in a room and pretend to be sad in a normal way. I don't know how to be sad in a normal way anymore. Everything's got two floors."
 
"Two floors?"
 
"The thing that's happening and the thing that happened, in the dream. I'm sad about the pregnancy not working and I'm sad about Katya, and I can't separate them. If it fails, I'll lose her again. It'll be the fourth time. The hospital, and the hotel in Syracuse, and the day with the yellow dress, and then this." His voice was tight. "It's not rational. I know it. It's just the shape of the thing."
 
"It is the shape of the thing," Ilya agreed. He set down the pizza. "Come here. No, not on the couch, on the floor. Sit with me." They lay down side by side on the rug in the dark with their heads near the radiator, and Ilya put his arm under Shane's neck and drew him in. They stayed there for a long time, looking at the dim square of the window and the shadow of the maple moving on the ceiling. It occurred to Shane that he had not been held like this since before the wedding, without a purpose, without anything to repair, and that Ilya had understood that before he did. After some time Ilya said, in the dark, that he was also afraid. He said that it had not occurred to him until the transfer, when he had stood at the head of the table holding the hand of a woman he had known for six weeks, that she was a person with a body and a life and two small children who would be made to wait on a trampoline, and that he was asking her to walk straight into the one thing in the world most likely to break her heart if it failed.
 
"What if it does not take, and she is the one who is sad?" he said. "What if she has done everything, and we have done everything, and it is a, a nothing? I did not think about her. I only thought about us."
 
"I know. I thought about her this afternoon. I almost called her to ask if she was okay."
 
"You did not."
 
"Camille would've killed me." Shane laughed, a short surprised breath. "It's a hell of a thing. We're going to put the hardest thing in the world on a woman we hardly know, and we can't even sit with her while it happens."
 
"Then we do this," said Ilya. He lifted himself on one elbow. "We bring dinner. Every night, for ten days, until the test. We cook a thing for her family and we drive it to Gatineau and we leave it on the step and we do not knock. A little bag. A soup. A bread. We say nothing. She will know, and they will eat, and that is all." His eyes were bright in the dark. "It is a very small act. But I think it is the only act we are allowed. And it is a thing to do with the hands."
 
They did it. They cooked each evening after practice, in the narrow kitchen of the house in the Glebe, with the radio on and the stove going and the window fogged with steam, Ilya at the cutting board with his sleeves rolled and Shane stirring, a division of labor that had never been discussed and had arrived on its own. They made borscht and shchi and a stew with dumplings and a pot of Yuna's cabbage rolls, packed in glass jars with the lids tied down in dish towels, and they drove across the river in the gray sedan in the dark with the heater roaring and left the jars on the Fortiers' porch. On the fourth night a small white envelope was tucked under the lid. Inside was a child's drawing, in crayon, of a stick figure with a very large smile standing in front of a pot, and under it in green marker, in a careful print that was clearly a nine year old boy's, the words MERCI. THE ONE WITH THE BEETS IS THE BEST. They taped it to the refrigerator.
 
The call came on the twenty-ninth of November at ten past eight in the morning. Shane was standing at the kitchen counter in his socks with a mug of tea and Ilya was at the table with the notebook open, and the phone was on speaker on the windowsill because they had agreed, the night before, that they would answer it together. It was Dr. Kowalczyk's nurse. She said hello in her pleasant sing-song voice and asked whether they were sitting down, and neither of them was, and Ilya said they could hear fine, and she said that Odile's blood test had come back and the number was one hundred and eighty-six, which was a very good number, and that she was pregnant.
 
Neither of them said anything. Shane set the mug on the counter with care. He saw Ilya stand, slowly, with one hand pressed flat on the open notebook, and open his mouth and close it, and then Ilya said in a voice gone high and cracked and unfamiliar that he would like it repeated, only once, because he thought he had heard it wrong. The nurse said it again. She was laughing a little. She said that Odile was waiting for their call and that the first ultrasound was scheduled for the middle of January and that she had never in her life delivered news to two people who sounded so much like a pair of teakettles. Ilya made a high shrill noise that was entirely wordless. Then he crossed the kitchen in two strides and wrapped both arms around Shane and lifted him clean off the floor, and they spun in a clumsy half circle that knocked the mug off the counter and sent tea across the linoleum, and neither of them cared.
 
"She is pregnant," Ilya shouted, into his neck. "Shane. Shane. A baby. There is a baby in a woman. It is happening."
 
"I know," said Shane, who was crying, and laughing, and trying to stand on his own feet. "I heard. I heard it too. Put me down, you're going to put me through the window."
 
He did not put him down. He held him up in the fogged light of the kitchen with his face against Shane's collarbone and shook with a noise that was half laughter and half sobbing, and the phone went on chirping from the sill until the nurse, with great tact, said that she would call back later, and ended the call. When Ilya finally lowered him, Shane stood with his hands on the broad shoulders and looked up at the wet streaked face, and found that the thought he had been bracing against for ten days, the one with two floors, did not come. There was only one floor. It was a bright bare cold morning in November, and the man in front of him was laughing with snot on his lip, and a woman in Gatineau was sitting at her own kitchen table with a cup of coffee and a hand pressed against her mouth. He kissed Ilya. It was a clumsy, salty, wide-mouthed kiss that went on until both of them were laughing too hard to continue, and then Ilya said that he wanted to call his mother. He said it before he thought. Then his face changed, and Shane saw it, a flicker of the old gray room in a care home outside Tallinn, and put an arm around his waist.
 
"I'm going to take you to her," Shane said. "Today. We'll drive to the cemetery. No, we can't, it's six thousand kilometers. We'll call Polina. We'll call her and put her on speaker and say it to the phone, and she can say it to Irina in the morning. And you can say it to the notebook."
 
"The notebook is a good place," said Ilya, wiping his eyes with the back of his wrist. "I will write it down. The date and the number. A hundred and eighty-six. It will be the first fact."
 
* * *
 
The anger came in December, and it came from nowhere. Shane had expected grief. He had expected the soft ache that surfaced on the Sundays when he told the stories, the one about the day Katya lost her first tooth in a pear and the one about Nico's single word, which had been a Russian curse, the one about the Halloween when she wanted to be a hockey goalie and he wanted to be a lamp. Those had become something he could hold. They had a shape now, a rhythm, a small tender bruise that he pressed deliberately every seventh night and was always surprised to find less sore. What he had not expected was fury, a hot choking blind fury that flared in him on a Monday at the grocery store, in the baby aisle, where he had gone for no reason except to stand and look, and found himself holding a package of newborn socks in a fist so tight that the plastic cracked.
 
It was the socks. He thought about it afterward and could not explain it to anyone, not even to Dr. Bhatt, who said that the explanation did not matter. They were a pair of white cotton socks the size of a thumb with a tiny stitched duck on each ankle, and he had stood in front of them and thought, with perfect clarity, that Katya had owned a pair just like it. He had not. She had never existed. There was no pair, and no duck, and no small warm foot in a yellow room. He stood in the fluorescent aisle with a stranger's baby crying two feet away and a woman in a parka reaching around him for a tub of wipes, and he thought that it was the most monstrous thing he had ever been asked to endure, that a man should be made to love two children and then be told they were a symptom. He bought the socks. He took them home and hid them at the back of a drawer, and that night, when Ilya found him at the kitchen table at two in the morning with a glass of water he had not drunk and the face of a man who was holding his breath, he said that he was angry. He said that he did not know at whom.
 
"At the plane," said Ilya, sitting down across from him. He had come down in a T-shirt and sweatpants, with his hair standing up, and he spoke very gently. "At the hit. At the doctor in Montreal who did not catch it. At the, the part of the universe that gives a man a life and then takes it, and says, here is a better one, be grateful." He folded his hands on the table. "I am angry too, sometimes. At my father. At a man who did not exist, who I could have been if I had done one thing differently. It is a normal thing. The anger. It is only the, the heat that comes off grief when it is moving."
 
"I want to break something."
 
"Then break it."
 
Shane looked at him. Ilya looked back, quite serious, with a faint glint of something in his eyes that was either mischief or tenderness. He got up from the table and went to the cupboard under the sink, and came back with a stack of three chipped saucers that had come with the house and that they had both agreed, in September, were a crime against crockery. He set them down in front of Shane. Then he went out of the kitchen, and Shane heard the back door open and a scrape of metal, and Ilya returned with the heavy flat tin tray that David had left in the garden shed, the one he used for seed trays. He laid it on the floor in the corner by the pantry.
 
"Here," he said. "Stand there. Throw them at the tray. It is very loud and the neighbors will think we are insane, but we are famous, so they will say, ah, the hockey players. It is good for the soul." He placed a saucer in Shane's hand. "I have done this. In Boston. In the winter, after the knee. I broke eleven plates and Sveta stood in the door with a broom and said, go on, it is cheaper than a therapist. I did not tell you."
 
"You never told me that."
 
"There are still some things I have not told you. I am saving them." He took a step back, and folded his arms. "Throw."
 
Shane threw the saucer. It hit the tray with a clang like a gunshot and burst into a spray of white shards that skittered across the tile and one of which, he saw, had landed in the middle of the flour canister. The noise was extraordinary. It went through him like a current. He threw the second harder, with a grunt, and the third with a short ugly shout that tore out of his throat, and he stood in the middle of the kitchen with his chest heaving and his hands empty, looking at a floor covered in china. Ilya had not moved. He was watching, with an expression of intent interest, and when Shane turned toward him with his face contorted and a cry in his mouth, Ilya opened his arms, and Shane walked into them and began to sob.
 
It was the loudest he had ever cried. It was not the silent leaking of the stoop or the dock but a wrenching, ugly, open-mouthed howl that he had not known he possessed, and it went on for what seemed like a long time, with his fists knotted in the back of Ilya's shirt and his forehead mashed against a collarbone. Ilya held him. He held him upright and said nothing. He stood in the wreckage of three saucers and let Shane rage against him, let him say the things that came out, that it was not fair, that she would have been seven, that he could not do it, that he did not want a new child, that he wanted her, that he was so sorry, that he was a monster for wanting a baby who was not hers. Ilya answered none of it. Once, very quietly, he said that none of that was true, and then he went on holding. When it had finally run down, when Shane was hanging in his arms like a wrung cloth with his voice gone to rags and his face swollen and hot, Ilya lowered him onto a kitchen chair and knelt in front of him on the cold floor in his bare feet, and Shane saw that a shard had cut him, a thin red line across the arch, and that he had not noticed it.
 
"Your foot," said Shane, in a thin croak.
 
"It is nothing. It is a cut." Ilya took Shane's hands in both of his. "I am going to say a thing, and it is a thing I read, in the book that Dr. Bhatt gave me. I am a person who reads now. It said that a mourner does not have to be reasonable. It said that the anger is not an enemy of the love. It is the love, in a different coat." He smiled, a small tremulous smile. "I liked that. I wrote it down. I think you are allowed to be angry at the socks."
 
"How did you know about the socks?"
 
"You hid them in the drawer with the, the winter hats. I was looking for a scarf. I did not say anything. I thought, he will tell me or he will not." Ilya looked down at the floor, at the white scatter of china, and a flush crept up his neck. "I also looked at them. Alone. I stood in the bedroom with a pair of baby socks in my hand and I thought, there is going to be a foot in this. I do not know whose. And I was so happy that I had to sit on the bed."
 
Shane stared at him. Then he laughed, helplessly, with his eyes streaming, and slid down off the chair onto the cold tile and put his arms around Ilya's neck, and the two of them knelt together among the shards in the yellow light of the stove hood. After a while Ilya said that he thought they should sweep it up before somebody cut a more important foot, and Shane said that he would do it, and Ilya said that the man who broke the saucers did not have to sweep them. It was a rule. It was in the notebook. He had written it at the lake, on the first page, under oranges. He found a broom and a dustpan. He swept. And Shane sat on the floor with his back against the cupboard and his face in his hands, and listened to the small ordinary scrape of the bristles on the tile, and felt, to his own amazement, a deep slow draining peace, like a tub emptying.
 
They went up to bed at four. Neither of them had said it, but the rawness of the night had left behind a hunger for each other that was not exactly desire and was not exactly comfort, and when they reached the top of the stairs Ilya took his hand and led him, past the open door of the empty bedroom with its window seat and its ugly orange armchair, into their own room, and shut the door. The streetlamp threw a bar of amber light across the quilt. Ilya sat on the edge of the bed and drew Shane in between his knees and looked up at him, with his hair wild and his eyes swollen and his lower lip bitten red, and said simply that he would like to make love to him, if it was all right, if he was not too tired, and that it could be quick or it could be long or it could be nothing at all, and that Shane should choose.
 
"Long," said Shane. "I want it long. I want to feel like I'm in my body."
 
"Then lie down."
 
He lay down. Ilya undressed him in the half dark, with a patient attention that Shane had begun to recognize as the tenderest thing about him, pulling the T-shirt over his head and unbuttoning the drawstring of the sweatpants and kissing each new place as it came bare, the sternum, the soft hollow of the hip, the long scar on the knee. His hands were warm and a little rough. He took his time. He knelt on the carpet at the foot of the bed and took Shane's foot in his palm and kissed the instep, and then moved up the shin, the inside of the knee, the heavy muscle of the thigh, with a slow wet mouth that left a trail of cool air in its wake. Shane lay with his arm flung across his eyes and his breathing gone shallow. When the mouth reached the crease of his groin it stopped, and a thumb moved lightly over the hip bone, and Ilya said in a low voice, close against the skin, that he was beautiful, and that he had been looking at him for sixteen months and had still not got used to it.
 
He took him in his mouth. It was warm and wet and slow, and Shane felt his whole body soften from the groin outward, felt the tension he had held for nine days leave his shoulders and his jaw and his hands, which opened on the sheet. He heard himself make a long low sound and felt the mouth on him hum a reply. Ilya worked at him with a thorough, loving, unhurried patience, drawing him in and letting him go, with one hand spread on his stomach to feel it rise and fall, and when Shane's hips began to lift of their own accord he pressed them gently down. He reached for the drawer. The click of the cap was a small domestic sound in the dark. He was careful, as he always was, two fingers and then three, curling and opening, with his mouth still on Shane's thigh, until Shane was pushing back against him and saying his name in a cracked whisper and begging, with the half-conscious politeness that never left him even now, for him to please come up.
 
"Look at me," Ilya said, rising over him. His face was flushed in the amber light. "I want to see you when I am inside."
 
Shane looked. He wrapped his legs around Ilya's waist and drew him down, and Ilya pushed in with a long exhale, one hand braced on the pillow beside his head, and for a moment they stayed that way, joined and absolutely still, breathing against each other's mouths. Then Ilya began to move. It was a long smooth roll of his hips, again and again, deep and unhurried, that filled Shane's whole body with a slow rising heat. Shane ran his hands down the broad sweat-damp back and gripped the hard muscle of the buttocks, urging him on. He said that he loved him. He said it in a voice that broke, and Ilya said it back in Russian, and then in English, and then in a language made of nothing but breath, and bent his head and kissed him, open-mouthed and urgent, swallowing the small hoarse sounds that rose in Shane's throat. The headboard tapped against the wall. A car passed in the street below and its headlights swept across the ceiling and were gone. Ilya shifted his angle and Shane arched off the mattress with a cry, and Ilya's rhythm quickened, grew rough and hungry and a little desperate, and a hand slid between them and closed around him, wet and sure.
 
"Come with me," Ilya gasped. "Please. I am close. I want us both."
 
They came together. It rolled through Shane in a long hot unbroken wave, pulling him from the soles of his feet to the roots of his hair, and he felt Ilya shudder and cry out above him and felt the pulse of it deep inside, felt his own release spill warm across their stomachs, and he held on to the shaking back with both arms and pressed his face against a slick neck. It went on for a long time. When it was over they lay in a heap with the sweat cooling on their skin, and Ilya, still heavy on top of him, pressed a lazy kiss to his temple and murmured that it was snowing. Shane turned his head. It was. Through the gap in the curtains the first flakes of the winter were falling past the streetlamp, fat and slow and white, onto the maple and the roof of the shed and the string lines in the garden.
 
"Tomorrow I will buy a sled," said Ilya, dreamily. "For the, for the future. I know it is a long way off. But a person should have a sled."
 
"You're going to buy a sled for a baby that doesn't exist yet."
 
"I am an optimist now. It is your fault." He yawned into Shane's neck. "Also I want to be the kind of man who has a sled in his garage in December. I did not have one. In Moscow there was a boy with a sled and he would not share." His voice trailed off. "I will share. I will share with everybody."
 
He fell asleep like that, still half on top of him, with the quilt dragged up over his shoulders. Shane lay awake for a while looking at the snow. He did not think about the socks, or the saucers, or the floor with two stories. He thought about the sound a man made when he was happy in his sleep, a small contented huff against a collarbone, and how many nights he had lain beside it in this bed and not once thought to be grateful.
 
* * *
 
The eight week scan was on the sixteenth of January, a Friday, in a clinic in Gatineau where the waiting room was painted yellow and had a bin of picture books about farms. It was Odile's own obstetrician, a brisk gray woman in her sixties who said good morning in French and gave them all a nod, and Odile lay on the table in her socks with a paper sheet over her knees and her free hand tangled with Camille's. She had been sick for a month. She had lost four pounds in the first trimester and had made, in her usual brisk way, a series of dry bulletins by text message that Ilya had begun to copy into the notebook in a column he called The Report. Today, Thursday, vomited twice, ate a whole orange. Today, Friday, cried at a commercial for a bank. Today, Sunday, the baby has apparently decided it likes only soup. The ultrasound technician, a quiet young man with a goatee, applied the gel and moved the wand in a slow oval across the low curve of her belly, and nobody in the room said a word. The monitor showed a gray storm. In the center of the storm there was a small bright oval, shaped like a bean, and in the oval, very faint, a tiny rhythmic flicker.
 
"There," said the technician. He pressed a button and the room filled with sound. It was a fast, soft, fluttering thump, like a bird against a window, like a very small hurried drum, and it went on and on without a pause, one hundred and seventy beats a minute according to the number at the corner of the screen. Shane heard it, and a sensation came over him that he had never felt in any room in either of his lives, a quiet sweeping stillness in which every other noise in the world, the traffic and the vents and the nurse's shoes in the corridor, fell away. It was a heart. It was someone's. It was not Katya's and it was not Nico's, it was not any person he had ever met, it was the heart of a stranger the size of a raspberry, who was alive and beating and in the middle of becoming. He did not know he was crying until he felt Ilya's hand clamp around his own with a grip that hurt.
 
"That is the baby," said Ilya, in a hoarse awed whisper, to nobody. "That is, there is a person. It has a heart. Shane. It is going so fast. Is it okay? Is it meant to go so fast?"
 
"It's perfect," said the technician, smiling. "It's exactly right."
 
"It is perfect," Ilya repeated, in a daze. He had gone down on one knee beside the table without noticing, one hand still clutching Shane's, and was staring up at the monitor with his mouth hanging open and tears running unchecked down his face. He looked over at Odile, who was watching him with a calm warm weary smile, and said, in a trembling voice, that she was the most extraordinary person he had ever met. Odile said that she was a person with a very small passenger. Camille laughed and put her head on her wife's shoulder and said that she was going to need a handkerchief and they were all going to need a very large lunch.
 
Shane stood at the foot of the table with the sound of the heartbeat filling his skull. He had expected a collision. He had braced for it since August, in the clinic and the saucer kitchen and the baby aisle and a hundred sleepless nights, braced for the moment when the new life would arrive and find the old one already waiting in the room. It did not come. What came, instead, was the clean plain fact of the beat, a small wet fast insistent thing with no history and no name, that belonged to nobody but itself. It did not echo. It did not ask him to be anyone. It simply went on, thumping, with an urgency so complete and so innocent that he wanted to laugh. Somewhere beneath it, far down, quiet as a stone settling, he felt the two others, a girl with a stubborn chin and a boy who would not wear a coat. They were still there. They would always be there. They stood a little behind him, with a hand each on his shoulder, and watched the screen, and he understood without any particular surprise that they were not in the way. They were only watching. They would watch the whole thing, he thought, all the way through.
 
"Hello," he said, aloud, to the screen. His voice came out thick and ridiculous. "Hi. I'm one of your fathers. I'm the tall one's husband. The nervous one." A laugh broke from the table. He wiped his eyes with his sleeve. "We're really glad you're here. We've got a lot of stories to tell you."
 
* * *
 
The pond lay forty minutes north of the city, up a long gravel track off a road that ran along the Gatineau River, and Shane had known for eight months that he would have to take Ilya there and had put it off every weekend since the wedding. It was the third of February. The Centaurs had a three day break for the All-Star weekend, which neither of them had been selected for, to the great relief of the Ottawa front office and the great disappointment of Harris Drover, who had been working on a hashtag. The day was brilliant and bitterly cold, with a hard blue sky and a wind that bit through the heaviest parka, and the snow along the road had been plowed into banks as high as the car. They drove up in the gray sedan with a thermos of tea and a thermos of coffee on the back seat and, wedged between the two, a pair of skates in a canvas bag that Ilya had bought at a pawnshop in Hull and refused to let Shane carry.
 
He had told Ilya about the pond in the spring, at the lake, and again in the dark at the boathouse, and each time had said the same thing, that it was not the place. The Gatineau Hills had been a pond in a dream and a cottage in another life, and the pond had belonged to a man in a gray overcoat with silver in his hair and a daughter on his shoulders. He had said that it would be a good idea to find a different place. Ilya had said that it was a good idea and had gone on asking, every few weeks, in a tone of mild unconcern, whether there was a pond near Ottawa that a person could skate on. In late January Shane had said, in the car on the way home from practice, that there was one. It was real. It was two hours from the lake and he had checked the map and the maple trees and the angle of the hills and none of it matched. It was only a pond. It belonged to a farmer named Beauchamp who had let it freeze for sixty years and charged a dollar to anyone who wanted to use it, and Shane had driven up on his own the previous Sunday with a notebook, without telling anyone, and stood on the shore for twenty minutes in the wind, to see whether he could stand it. He could. He had called the farmer from the car and paid for a year.
 
It was a small rough oval, perhaps two hundred feet across, with a stand of spruce along the north bank and a collapsed wooden shed on the east. The ice had been plowed by someone with a tractor into a long irregular rink and lay black and glossy in the winter sun, with a line of low hills beyond it going blue and white into the sky. There was nobody else. A single crow sat on the roof of the shed, and the only sound was the wind ticking in the spruce branches and the thin high creak of the ice when it settled. Ilya stood at the edge of the gravel with the canvas bag over his shoulder and his hands in the pockets of the black coat, looking at the whole of it, and said nothing for such a long time that Shane began to be afraid.
 
"It is very small," he said at last.
 
"It's a pond."
 
"I thought it would be larger. You have talked about it so much." A smile tugged at his mouth. "I thought it would have a, a mountain. A sunset. A man with a violin." He turned his head. His face was flushed with the cold and his eyes were wet from the wind, and he looked at Shane with an expression so naked and so kind that Shane's breath caught. "Is it okay? I am not going to look at it and think of the other one. I want you to know this. I looked at the pictures you described, in my head, for many months, and I think I built it wrong on purpose. I think I made it a very bad pond so that I would not be jealous."
 
"You were jealous of the pond?"
 
"I was jealous of anything that was in your head and not in the room." Ilya put the bag down in the snow. "That is a thing I have not said. I am telling you now so that it is on the ice. I am a man who wants all of it. The good parts and the sad parts and the parts before me. It is a greedy way to love someone. I am sorry."
 
Shane crossed the gravel and put both arms around him, parka to parka, so that their padded chests bumped. "It's a good way," he said into the cold collar. "It's the best way I know."
 
They laced their skates on the shed's fallen beam, side by side, in the sun. Ilya's were a pair of scuffed brown figure skates with white laces that the pawnshop had insisted were a men's size eleven and that turned out, when he stood, to be tight across the toes, and he wobbled onto the ice with a loud swear and clutched the boards, which did not exist, and then Shane, who had come down on his own blades in an easy slide, took his hand. They moved out onto the pond together. The ice was good, fast and clean, with a faint singing sound under the steel. Shane skated backward, tugging, and Ilya came after him with his knees bent and his arms out like a man on a tightrope, in a state of rigid concentration, saying in Russian that he had been a professional athlete for four years and a champion for two and had never been more afraid in his life.
 
"Don't look at your feet," said Shane. "Look at me."
 
"I am looking at you. That is the problem. You are very distracting."
 
"Bend your knees. More. There you go."
 
"I am a bird," Ilya announced, as he drifted into the middle of the pond with his arms spread. "I am a very large, ugly bird. I will fall now." He did. He sat down hard on the ice with a thump and a gasp, and then lay back with his arms flung wide, laughing, with his breath rising in clouds and a thin scatter of snow spraying off his coat. Shane skated around him in a circle. Ilya lay looking up at the sky, and said that the ice was cold, and that the sky was very blue, and that he was extremely happy. Shane stopped and looked down at him. It was a ridiculous picture. A grown man with a Cup and a contract and a body trained for ten thousand hours lay spread-eagled on a farmer's pond in a pair of pawnshop figure skates with white laces, and in the winter light, with the hills behind him and his black hair spilling over the ice, he looked younger than he had on any day of their lives.
 
"Come down here," said Ilya. "Lie with me. It is very good ice for lying."
 
He went down. He lay on his back on the black glass of the pond, beside the warm bulk of his husband, and looked straight up into the blue. A hawk was circling very high. The cold came through the parka and the sweater and the thermal shirt in a flat steady ache, and under his spine he could feel the faint continuous shifting of the ice, a long low sigh, like a very large animal turning in its sleep. Ilya found his mittened hand and held it. They did not speak for a long time. Somewhere in the spruce a chickadee called, and was answered.
 
"I would like to tell you a thing," said Ilya. "I have been thinking about it since Friday. Since the heartbeat." He did not turn his head. "When I held the Cup, I thought that was the biggest thing. I thought nothing could be bigger than a whole city shouting my name. And then on Friday I heard a heart that is the size of a, of a lentil, and nobody was shouting, and I thought, oh. This is the biggest thing. This is the thing that the Cup was pretending to be." He turned his face then, with his cheek against the ice. "I do not know how to say it. I do not know what I am going to do with all of this love. There is a very large amount and nowhere to put it."
 
"Put it here," said Shane. He rolled onto his side and propped himself on his elbow and looked down at the flushed cold face, the crooked nose, the thick dark lashes frosted with their own breath. "Put it in me. Put it in the baby. Put it in a pond. I don't think it matters where. I think the point is that it exists."
 
"That is a very good thing to say."
 
"I stole it from you. It was in the notebook."
 
"I know. I recognized it." Ilya was smiling. "You are a plagiarist. You will go to prison." He reached up with a mittened hand and drew Shane's face down, and kissed him, a cold salt mouth on a cold salt mouth, with the sun in their eyes and the ice singing under them, and Shane felt his whole body flood with a warmth that had nothing to do with the temperature. It was a long kiss. It was slow, and wide, and patient, and when they broke apart Ilya's lashes were stuck together with ice and Shane's nose was running, and they laughed.
 
"I want to tell you a story," said Shane. "I know it isn't Sunday."
 
"Tell me a story. It is always Sunday on a pond."
 
"It's about Katya." He lay back down. He took a deep breath, and the air went into him cold and clean. "She was five. We took her to the pond behind your cottage, the one in the dream, and she'd been begging for a month to learn to skate, because Nico's friend's older sister could, and she was furious about it. You tied her skates. You knelt down and did it up very carefully and she stood on the ice and she took one step, and fell, and got up, and fell. And you said, you don't have to, solnyshko. We can go and have hot chocolate. And she looked at you and she said, in this tiny flat voice, Papa, I am not a quitter, I am a Rozanov." He felt Ilya's mitten tighten on his own. "She skated across that whole pond in forty minutes. On her hands and knees at the beginning. Her whole face was red. And at the far side, when she reached the bank, she turned around and waved at us with both arms, and then fell over, and you laughed so hard that you had to sit down in the snow."
 
For a long time there was no sound. A clump of snow slid from a spruce branch and landed with a soft thump. When Ilya spoke his voice was thick and a little wondering. "She said that. She said, I am a Rozanov."
 
"She did."
 
"Not a Hollander."
 
"She was very clear about it."
 
"Good," said Ilya, and laughed, a wet, ragged laugh that shook the ice. "Good. That is correct. That is a good girl." He pressed the back of his mitten against his eyes. "Thank you. I am going to remember that. When the baby learns to skate, if the baby is stubborn, I will say, you are a Rozanov, and you will say nothing. You will let me. You will let me have it."
 
"I'll let you have it," said Shane. "It's yours. It always was."
 
They stayed on the pond until the light began to turn gold and the cold sank through everything, and then they skated, together, slowly, in long loops around the edge of the black glass, hand in hand, with their blades ringing. Ilya fell four more times. On the last he took Shane with him, and they lay in the shallow drift on the bank in a tangle of limbs and thermoses, shrieking, and a farmer in a red cap who had come out to see about the noise stood at the top of the track with his arms folded and watched them for a very long time before going back into the house. When they finally climbed the gravel to the car, stiff and wet and dizzy with cold, with the canvas bag dragging and the sun going down behind the hills in a bar of orange, Ilya stopped at the top of the slope and turned to look back. The pond lay below them, small and dark and gleaming, with their tracks etched across it in a looping silver tangle.
 
"It is ours now," he said. "Is it not?"
 
"It's ours."
 
"I will bring a thermos every February for forty years. I will fall down every time." He took Shane's hand again. "And one day there will be a child on it, a very small one, and I will say, look, that is your father's pond, he bought it from a farmer for the price of a sandwich. And the child will say, it is a very bad pond. And I will say, yes. It is the best pond in the world."
 
He drove home. Shane let him, because his hands were too numb to feel the wheel, and he sat with his head back against the headrest and the heater roaring on his shins, and watched the dark pines go by. At a stop sign near the river, in the last violet light, Ilya turned his head and looked at him across the dim interior of the car, and his face was calm and clear and unafraid. "I will say it to the baby," he said. "On the first day. I will say, there are two other children, and they are real in a different place, and your father loves them. They are your, your invisible brother and sister. They are very good at skating. And the baby will not understand, and it will not matter. It will hear it."
 
Shane did not trust himself to answer. He reached across the console and laid his hand on the back of Ilya's neck, on the spot under the hairline that nobody else knew, and Ilya's eyes closed. A small satisfied sound left him. He drove on into the dark with the ring on his left hand catching the green light of the dash, and a thermos rattling in the back seat, and Shane, with his palm against that warm skin, thought that he would not need to find a word for what he felt. He had spent a year hunting for words and had found, instead, a pond and a heartbeat and a very ugly orange chair, and it turned out that the words had been waiting at the end of the road the whole time, in the form of an ordinary man with a sore knee and a pair of bad skates, who wished to be told another story on the next Sunday. He would tell him one. He would tell him a thousand. He had more of them than he had ever expected, and a lifetime, he thought, in which to give them away.
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  Mila Irina Hollander-Rozanov arrived on the ninth of August at four minutes past six in the morning, three weeks early, in the middle of a thunderstorm, which Ilya described afterward to anyone who would listen as the only correct way for a Rozanov to enter a room. The call had come at one in the morning. Shane had been asleep on his side with one arm flung across the empty half of the mattress, because Ilya was in Toronto for a charity game that Larocque had approved on the explicit condition that he stay within two hours of Ottawa, and the phone buzzing against the nightstand had dragged him out of sleep so violently that he knocked a glass of water onto the floor. It was Camille. She said, in a voice pitched very carefully between calm and screaming, that Odile's water had broken in the middle of the night, that the contractions were six minutes apart and getting shorter, and that Odile wished it to be noted that she had told everyone the baby would come early and had been laughed at.
He did not remember getting dressed. He remembered standing in the front hall in one shoe with the car keys in his teeth, dialing Ilya's number with his thumb and getting voicemail, dialing again, and hearing at last a thick furious sleepy voice that said in Russian that it was one in the morning and whoever this was would be killed. Shane said four words. There was a pause of perhaps a second and a half. Then there was a crash, and a string of curses in two languages, and the sound of a man falling over a suitcase, and Ilya said in a high clear cracked voice that he was coming, that he was already in the car, that he had no pants on and it did not matter, that Shane was not to have the baby without him. Shane said that he was not the one having the baby. Ilya said that he knew that, that he was being emotional, and that if a state trooper pulled him over on the 401 he would explain it in person.
The drive to Gatineau took twenty-four minutes in a rain so heavy that the wipers could not clear the windshield. He drove with both hands clenched on the wheel at ten and two, passing a delivery truck on the bridge with a flash of lightning showing every raindrop for an instant like a pane of glass, and the whole way he talked aloud to himself in the empty car, saying that it was fine, that she was early but not too early, that thirty-seven weeks was a perfectly respectable number, that he had read the chapter. The hospital was a low brick building on a hill above the river with a lit red cross on the roof. A security guard in a yellow slicker let him in through a side door without checking his name, because Camille had telephoned ahead, and a nurse with a long gray braid met him in the corridor and walked him down a hallway that smelled of floor wax and bleach to a delivery room at the far end with a green door.
Odile was on her side on the bed in a hospital gown with her hair stuck to her forehead and a monitor strapped across her enormous belly, and she was swearing, in a steady, thorough, almost conversational stream of Quebec French that Shane understood perhaps a third of. Camille sat beside her with a washcloth and an expression of stunned devotion. A midwife in blue scrubs, a stocky unflappable woman named Gisèle, stood at the foot of the bed with her arms folded, saying in a calm bored voice that this was a very normal labor and that there was no need for anyone to be heroic. When Odile saw Shane in the doorway she stopped in the middle of a word. She held out a hand. He crossed the room and took it, and she gripped his fingers with a force that made his knuckles crack, and said through her teeth that the next time he and his husband wanted to borrow a person's uterus they could do it in February.
"I'm so sorry," Shane said. "He's coming. He's on the highway. He has no pants on."
"I do not need his pants. I need him to be here before this child decides it is tired of waiting." She shut her eyes. A contraction took her, and he watched it roll through her whole body, the neck cording, the knuckles going white on the rail, the long low sound that came out of her chest like a door being dragged open. When it passed she lay panting with her eyes closed and said, in a quiet reasonable voice, that she was glad he had come, that it was good to have a Hollander here, that Ilya had said the Hollanders were people who stayed in a room. She said that she had decided during the third trimester that she would like to see the face of the man who had gone to so much trouble. Then she began to swear again, and Camille wiped her forehead, and the monitor on the wall ticked on in a fast green line.
Ilya arrived at twenty past two. Shane heard him before he saw him, a pounding of boots on the corridor linoleum and a voice calling a name, and the green door banged open and there he was, in the doorway, wet through, in a Bears sweatshirt of Shane's that he must have grabbed from the back seat and a pair of gym shorts with the Centaurs crest, with his hair plastered to his skull and rain running off his chin and his eyes wild. He had driven two hundred and sixty kilometers in two hours and ten minutes. He had a parking ticket stuck to the windshield of a car that he had left half on the curb in the emergency lane. He stood in the door breathing like a horse, and looked at Odile, and at the monitor, and at the midwife, and at Shane, and said in a very small voice, "Am I late?"
"You are exactly on time," said Gisèle, without turning her head. "Wash your hands. There is a sink. She is at seven centimeters and the baby is not going to wait for an introduction."
He washed his hands. He did it with the grave attention of a surgeon, scrubbing to the elbow with a bar of brown soap while the water ran, and Shane stood next to him at the sink and watched the muscles in his jaw. The hospital smelled of hot metal and floor cleaner, and under it, faintly, of something sweet and animal that he could not name. Ilya dried his hands on a paper towel. He turned to Shane with his face open and white and a little desperate, and Shane took it between both palms, the stubble rough under his thumbs, and said that they were going to be fine, that they had done every class and every drill, that Odile had done this twice and knew what she was doing. Ilya said that he knew all that. He said that he had been fine for nine months and had decided to be afraid now, in the final hour, because that was efficient. Then he leaned his forehead against Shane's and shut his eyes, and for a moment they stood there in the harsh light of the washroom, breathing together, while a contraction rolled across the room behind them and Odile's voice rose and fell.
The last hour went by in pieces. Shane would remember it afterward the way one remembers the final shift of a seven game series, as a handful of vivid separate frames. Camille's hand clamped around the rail, the knuckles scarred from a childhood on a farm. Odile's voice, suddenly quite level, saying that she could feel the head. A clock on the wall with a red second hand that did not seem to move. The midwife saying, calmly, in English for their benefit, that it was time, that the next one would be the one, that Odile should push when she was ready and not before. A window at the end of the room that went suddenly white with a sheet of lightning, so that the whole room leapt out in stark relief, every face, every gleaming instrument, every hair, and then went dark, and a roll of thunder came down on the roof like a falling piano. Ilya was gripping Shane's hand. He did not know when it had happened. He only knew that they were standing at the head of the bed side by side with their fingers laced so tightly that the rings ground together, and that his husband was crying without making a sound.
Mila came into the world in a long, wet, outraged rush, with a wail like a rusty hinge. The midwife held her up in the white light, a slippery purple creature with a thatch of dark hair plastered to her skull and her fists clenched and her mouth wide open, and the room filled with a sound that Shane had never heard in his life. It was a furious, vigorous, magnificent noise. It was the sound of a person who has been pulled out of a warm place into a cold bright one and wishes to register a complaint. He felt something give way in his chest, a catch he had not known was there. Gisèle laid the baby on Odile's stomach, and Odile put a hand on her back, and said, in a voice that was cracked and tender and full of laughter, that she was beautiful, that she had lungs, that she looked exactly like a small angry hockey coach.
"Do you want to cut it?" said Gisèle, holding out a pair of blunt scissors. She was looking at the two of them. "The cord. One of you. It is a tradition."
They looked at each other. Ilya's face was shining and wet and wholly undone, and he shook his head and pointed at Shane, and Shane said that it should be him, that Ilya had the stronger claim, that Ilya had driven from Toronto in his shorts. Ilya said that he did not trust his hands. He said that they were shaking so badly he would cut a finger off, and that Shane, who was a person who had once threaded a needle in a moving car, should do it. So Shane took the scissors. He stepped forward and bent over the bed, and the baby lay on her back on Odile's stomach under a blanket, small and slick and furious, with a tiny curled hand opening and closing in the air, and he cut the cord where the midwife showed him, with a firm squeeze, and it parted with a sound like a cut stem. A nurse lifted the baby away. She wrapped her in a white blanket with a blue stripe and a pink stripe and a small knitted cap, and brought her across the room, and stopped in front of Ilya, who was standing with his arms hanging at his sides.
"Hold out your arms," said the nurse, kindly. "Support the head. Yes. Like that. Here is your daughter."
Ilya took her. He did it with the stiff reverent care of a man receiving a live grenade, with his elbows locked and his whole body rigid, and then the baby's head came to rest in the crook of his arm and she opened her eyes. They were dark. They were the clouded blue-black that every newborn has, and they were unfocused and unseeing and entirely absorbed, and they looked straight up into his face. Ilya made a sound. It was not a word. It was a cracked high broken sound that rose out of his throat like a bird flushed from a field, and his knees gave, and he sat down on the plastic chair beside the bed with the baby against his chest and bent his head over her. His shoulders shook. He said something into the blanket, in Russian, very low, and then he said it again. Shane, who was standing over him, put one hand on the back of his neck, on the soft place under the hairline, and felt the whole body quivering with silent laughter and grief and a joy so large it seemed to have nowhere to go.
"She is real," said Ilya, finally, in a voice scraped raw. "She is a person. She is breathing, Shane. Look at her hand."
"I see her."
"She has a, there is a little line, here, on her thumb. A crease. It is the tiniest crease in the world." He lifted his wet face. "Come here. Hold her. Please. She is so small. I am afraid I will wear her out."
Shane sat on the arm of the chair. He held out his arms, and Ilya lowered her into them, and a weight settled against his chest that was lighter than anything he had ever carried and heavier than the Cup. He looked down. She had a furrowed brow. It was a ridiculous fierce wrinkled little brow, and below it a nose like a button and a mouth like a rosebud, pursed and working, and she smelled of warm milk and blood and something he could not place that was only her. She was not Katya. She was nobody he had ever seen. He studied her face with a fixed unblinking hunger, looking for the old echo, the arch of the eyebrow or the set of the chin that would take him back to a yellow room, and it was not there. There was no echo. There was only the small, indignant, unrepeatable face of a person who had arrived on a Tuesday morning in a thunderstorm, and who was, he understood with a deep slow shock of joy, entirely herself.
"Hi," he whispered. "Hi, Mila. I'm one of your dads. Hi."
She yawned. Her whole face folded up and then unfolded, and a tiny pink tongue curled, and Ilya laughed aloud with a noise like a sob. Shane felt the first tears slide down his face and into his collar and did not bother to wipe them. He thought of the room in the Glebe, with the window seat and the ugly orange chair, and he thought that tonight a baby would sleep there and that he would sit in the chair. He thought of two other children, very quiet and very far away, standing behind him with their hands on his shoulders. They were still there. They were looking too. They did not seem to mind the new one at all. They seemed, he thought, rather pleased.
* * *
They stayed in Gatineau for two days. Odile was kept for observation, and Camille slept in a fold-out chair, and the two fathers, who had been given a small private room down the corridor with a bassinet and a bed and a window that looked out on the river, took turns holding the baby and eating the hospital's gray sandwiches. On the second evening Odile asked to see them. She was sitting up in bed in a blue cardigan with her hair brushed and her face scrubbed, looking exhausted and extraordinarily calm, and she had a plastic cup of apple juice in her hand and a stack of get-well cards on the tray beside her. Camille sat on the edge of the bed, holding a card with a drawing of a trampoline. They had come in together with the baby between them, Ilya holding her in the crook of his left arm and Shane's hand in his right, and Odile looked at the three of them for a long moment and nodded to herself.
"You look like a family," she said. "I wanted to say it. I have been waiting for this day for a year, and I wanted to see whether it would hurt me. People ask. My mother asked. She said, will it not break your heart, to give her away." She looked at the baby. "It does not. I thought it might. It is a very strange thing, to carry a child and feel nothing but happiness. I think I understood, when she came out, that she was never mine. She was only on loan, and I was a very good place to stay." She smiled at Ilya. "You can sit. You look like you are about to fall over."
Ilya sat. He lowered himself into the visitor's chair with Mila on his chest, and Shane perched on the arm, and for a minute nobody said anything. The light from the window was gold and low. A barge went down the river, very slowly, with a plume of white smoke from its stack, and the baby slept. Odile reached out and touched one tiny fist with a callused finger, and the fist opened and closed around it.
"I have a gift," she said. "It is not much. Camille and I made it." She nodded at her wife, who produced from under the pillow a flat package wrapped in brown paper. Ilya took it with his free hand. It was a small frame, and inside it, under glass, was a sheet of paper covered in a child's careful crayon. A woman in a green uniform stood in front of a very large round belly. A smaller drawing in the corner showed two men holding a bundle. In the middle of the paper someone had written in purple marker, in letters that wobbled with concentration, MERCI POUR LA SOUPE. Underneath, in a different hand, a grown-up one, was a single line. The soup was the best part. It got us through. O. and C.
Ilya looked at it for a long time. He ran his thumb along the edge of the frame. Then he handed the baby very gently to Shane and bent forward in the chair and put his face in his hands, and said, in a voice that came out of him thick and strangled, that he did not know what to say. He said that a person could not thank a woman for this. He said that there was not a word. Odile said that there did not have to be, that she had heard all the words already, in the beets and the jars and the little envelopes on the porch, and that the thing she wanted was for the child to be told. She would like to be told about, once a year. Not a visit. A photograph, a letter, a drawing, whatever they liked. She would put it on the refrigerator.
"Every year," Ilya said. He raised his head. "I will send you a photograph every year, on her birthday, in a frame, until I am dead. And when she is eighteen, she will come to your door and say thank you in French, and I will have taught her the grammar."
"You cannot teach her the grammar. Your French is a disaster."
"Then Camille will teach her. We will pay." He laughed, a wet exhausted laugh, and wiped his face. "I mean it. I mean all of it. You have given us the only thing in the world I wanted. I do not know how I will ever, I do not know how to be worth it."
"You do not have to be worth it," said Odile. "That is the mistake people make. You only have to be there." She patted his knee. "Go. Take your baby home. Eat a proper meal. I am going to sleep for a week, and then I am going to have a very large glass of wine, and then I am going to jump on the trampoline." Her face softened. "And then I am going to cry a little, in private, in a closet. I want you to know that it is also normal."
* * *
The sealed envelope arrived at the house in the Glebe on the second Friday in September, in the hands of a courier from the law firm, and lay on the hall table for six days. It was a plain white business envelope, a little yellowed at the corners, with the clinic's stamp on the flap and a signature across the seam. Shane had asked for it. He had asked in the small white room in August of the year before, with the model of the uterus on the desk and his husband's hand on his knee, and he had gone on asking, in a steady undramatic way, through the spring and the summer, because it was the kind of fact that he needed, the same way he needed to know the temperature of the ice and the time of the flight. He had said that he would open it when he was ready. He had said it to Dr. Bhatt, who had looked at him over her glasses and asked whether he was sure he needed it, and he had said that he was almost sure.
He opened it on the Thursday night, in the nursery, in the orange chair. It was a quarter to three. Mila had woken at two in a state of indignant hunger and had been fed, burped, changed, and rocked, and was now asleep in the crook of his arm with her mouth open and a bead of milk at the corner of her lip. The room was dark except for a night-light shaped like a crescent moon, which cast a soft yellow oval on the floorboards. Through the window he could see the maple, and beyond it the dim roofs of the street and a single lit window two houses down, where somebody else was also awake. The chair was truly hideous. Ilya had found it at an estate sale in Hintonburg in March, an enormous wing-backed horror in a shade of orange the color of a traffic cone, with a pattern of brown paisley and an arm that had been scorched by a cigarette in about 1974. He had driven it home on the roof of the car. He had set it up in the room by the window with a ceremonial air and announced that it was the ugliest chair in Canada and that it would be Shane's, for the nights when he needed to sit.
He had needed to sit often. That was something that nobody had warned him about. The grief had not gone. It had simply moved to a different part of the house. It came at three in the morning, as it did now, with a baby on his chest and the moon on the floor, a soft insistent pressure that had no object and asked for no action. He did not fight it anymore. He sat in the ugly chair and let it come, and told it, sometimes aloud, in a low voice, to the dark, that he was here, that he had not forgotten. Once Ilya had come to the door in the middle of the night in his boxers with his hair on end and stood listening, and had gone away again without a word and come back with a cup of tea that he did not drink, and set it on the windowsill. He had not been asked in. He had understood.
Shane slid a finger under the flap. The paper tore with a small dry rip, and he drew out a single folded sheet. It was a standard clinic form, a laboratory printout with a logo in the corner and a column of numbers and a line in bold at the bottom. He unfolded it on his knee, tilted it to catch the light from the moon, and read. It took him about four seconds. He read it again. Then he sat for a long time with the page on his thigh and the baby breathing against his collarbone, looking at the ceiling, where a pale square of streetlight lay across the plaster.
It said Rozanov.
He did not know what he had expected. He had told himself for a year that it would not matter, that he would love her the same, and he had believed it, and it was true. She had been his daughter from the first scream, from the moment the cord parted under the scissors, and nothing on a printout could alter that. But he found that there was a small stubborn animal part of him that had been bracing for either answer, and that when the answer came it did not feel like triumph or loss. It felt like a door being gently closed on a room that he had been standing in the doorway of for a very long time. He thought of the dream. In the dream there had been a girl with a stubborn chin and blue eyes. She had Ilya's eyes. He remembered looking into her face across a kitchen table and thinking that she could not possibly be his, that she was all her father. And here, in a real kitchen of a real house, in the small hours of a real September, a real child with a furrowed brow and a pursed rosebud mouth was breathing against his neck, and she was Ilya's, in the plain cellular sense, and she was nobody's echo. She had come from a cell in a dish in Vancouver and a man in a hotel bathroom in Tallinn and a woman who had said yes to a stranger in a garden. It was a thing that had happened once, and would not happen again, and had nothing to do with a coma.
He sat there until the baby stirred. She made a small snuffling sound and turned her cheek against him, her mouth working, and he adjusted his arm and put his lips to the top of her head, where the hair was soft as down and smelled of milk and warm cotton. He did not cry. It surprised him. He sat with a dry face and a quiet heart and looked at the sleeping child, and thought, with a flat clear tenderness, that she was a Rozanov. She was a Rozanov and she was a Hollander. She was both, and she was neither, and she was Mila. He folded the paper once along its crease. He put it back in the envelope, and the envelope in the pocket of his sweatpants, and he thought that he would tell Ilya in the morning, if Ilya asked, and that he would not tell him if Ilya did not. It was a thing that could wait. It had waited a year.
The door creaked. He did not turn his head. A bare foot crossed the floorboards, and a large warm shape lowered itself onto the carpet beside the chair and leaned back against his shin, and a hand came up and settled around his ankle. Ilya did not speak. He sat with his back against Shane's leg and his knees drawn up, in the dim yellow light, looking at the moon on the floor, and Shane let his free hand drop and found the thick dark hair and stroked it.
"You opened it," Ilya said, after a while. His voice was low and unhurried.
"How do you know?"
"I heard the paper from the hall. I am a very light sleeper now." He turned his head and rested his cheek against Shane's knee. "I do not want to know. I told you. But I want you to know that whatever it said, I am not afraid of it. I looked at you from the door, a minute ago, before I came in. You were looking at her like a man who has just been given a present. I thought, he is fine. It is okay."
"It's okay."
"Then I will not ask." He closed his eyes. "I think, someday, I will. When she is ten, or twenty, when she is asking who she looks like. And you will tell me, and I will say, I already knew. I knew in my body. Do you know what I mean? From the first minute, in the room, when they put her on my chest. I thought, oh, there you are."
Shane's throat tightened. "You didn't know."
"I did not know with the head. I knew with the, with the part below the head." Ilya laughed softly. "It is a stupid superstition. It means nothing. She could be yours or mine or the, the milkman's, and I would feel exactly the same. But I think I knew." He opened his eyes and turned his face up. In the moonlight his features were soft and a little stunned. "And I think you know too. Do not say it. It is okay. We can both know and not say."
They stayed like that for a long time, with the baby asleep between them and the house ticking quietly around them. A truck went by on the street below, and its headlights slid across the ceiling. Somewhere down the hall the old radiator knocked, and stopped. After some time Ilya got up, stiffly, and took Mila from Shane's arm with the easy practiced competence of a man who had been doing it for five weeks, and carried her to the crib by the window, and laid her down on her back with a murmur. He stood over her with his hand on her chest. Then he straightened and turned, and held out his hand, and Shane took it, and let himself be pulled out of the ugly chair.
"Come to bed," Ilya said. "She will sleep for three hours. It is a rule of the universe. I have a plan."
"What's the plan?"
"I am going to lie down next to you and not sleep. And I am going to tell you a story. For once, it is my turn." He drew Shane out into the hall, past the open door of their room and the lit square of the bathroom, and Shane followed him, bewildered, to the head of the stairs. "Wait," said Ilya. "Close your eyes."
"Ilya."
"Close them. I will not make you do anything difficult."
Shane closed his eyes. He heard his husband move away, down the hall, and the soft thump of a door, and then a long pause. When Ilya returned he took Shane's hand and set something in his palm. It was small, and smooth, and slightly cold. It had a shape that his fingers recognized before his mind did. He opened his eyes. In his hand lay a plain brass key on a loop of faded green string, the tape on the bow worn thin, a single word still legible in a firm blue hand. Lake.
"I gave it to you," said Shane, stupidly. "To keep. On your ring."
"I have had it for a year and a half. I took it off the ring this afternoon." Ilya's voice was very quiet. "I want to put it back on the hook. Not the hook at your mother's house. A new one. I put a hook, in the hall, by the front door. I did it with the drill, last week, while you were at practice. I had to hide the dust." He swallowed. "It is for the keys that belong to everybody. The house, and the car, and the lake. I want it to be a place where a person can come in and hang up a key and not think about whose it is. I did not know where to put it before."
Shane looked at him. He felt a long, slow, helpless warmth rise from his chest into his face, and he laughed. It came out unsteady. "You put up a hook."
"I put up a very good hook. It is level. David checked." He grinned, a little crookedly. "It has a small sign. I made it. Come and look."
They went down the stairs together, hand in hand, in the dark. The hall was cool and smelled of cedar and old coats. By the front door, at about the height of a man's shoulder, a row of five brass hooks had been screwed into a plank of dark wood, each with a tiny enamel tag, and from the first hung a ring of keys and a leather luggage tag, and from the second a set of car keys on a hockey puck. The third was empty. Shane stood in front of it with the green-stringed key in his fist and read the little handmade sign tacked up above the row, lettered in careful square capitals on a strip of birch bark that he recognized, with a start, as a piece of the cottage's firewood. It said, in two languages, ALWAYS A KEY. ВСЕГДА ЕСТЬ КЛЮЧ.
He hung the key on the third hook. It swung there in the dim light, a small gold gleam against the dark wood. And then, because he could not do anything else, he turned and put his arms around his husband, in the hall of the house in the Glebe at three in the morning, in their bare feet, and held on. Ilya's arms came round him. They stood there without moving for so long that the light from the street shifted across the floor. At last Ilya said into his hair, hoarsely, that he thought they should go to bed before they woke the baby with all this feeling, and Shane said that they would not wake the baby. She slept like a dead horse.
"She gets it from me," said Ilya, with great satisfaction.
* * *
It was six weeks before they made love again, and when they did, it was Ilya who suggested it, on a Saturday afternoon at the end of September when the whole house was bright and warm and silent. Mila had been fed and changed and put down for a nap, and Yuna, who had arrived from Ottawa with a casserole and a bag of knitting and a firm opinion about swaddling, had taken one look at the two of them standing in the kitchen with the hollowed-out look of men who had not slept more than four hours at a stretch since August, and had declared that she was going to sit in the nursery with a book and that nobody was to come out for two hours. She had pointed at the stairs. She had said, with a stern expression, that she was a grown woman and had raised a son and knew perfectly well what the two of them needed, and that she would be offended if they argued.
They did not argue. They went up the stairs like two guilty schoolboys, holding hands, trying not to laugh, and shut the bedroom door. The room was full of afternoon. The curtains were open and a long shaft of sunlight lay across the quilt and the old pine floor, and through the window came the sound of a lawn mower somewhere down the block and the thin high cry of a child on a bicycle. Ilya sat on the edge of the bed and drew Shane in between his knees and put his arms around his waist, and pressed his face against Shane's stomach and breathed. He stayed like that for a long time. Shane stood with his hands in the dark hair, looking down at the crown of his head, and thought that it was the first time in weeks that they had been in a room together without a baby in it and that neither of them knew what to do with their hands.
"I am a little shy," said Ilya at last, into his shirt. "It is stupid. We are married. I have seen you naked a thousand times. But I have been a, a father for six weeks. A man with a, with a burp cloth. And I do not know if I remember how to be the other thing."
"You remember."
"I am not sure. I might be very bad."
"Then I'll tell you what to do," said Shane. The words came out before he decided to say them, and he felt Ilya go still against him. He kept going, in a voice that surprised him with its steadiness. "Take your shirt off. Lie down in the middle of the bed. I'd like to look at you."
Ilya raised his head. His eyes were very dark, the pupils wide, and a slow flush was climbing up his neck. He did not say anything. He drew his T-shirt up over his head in one motion and dropped it on the floor, and lay back on the quilt with his arms above his head and his legs a little apart, and looked at the ceiling. The sun lay across his chest. He had changed, in the nine months since the wedding, in small ways that Shane had watched happen without comment, a softness at the waist that had not been there in the playoffs, a looseness in the shoulders, a faint new line between the brows from lack of sleep. There was a pale stain on the shoulder of the T-shirt in a pattern that was unmistakably spit-up. He was beautiful. He was so beautiful that it hurt, and Shane, standing at the foot of the bed with his hands hanging, found that he could not speak.
"You are staring," said Ilya.
"I'm looking."
"It is the same thing. Come here. I am getting cold."
Shane undressed. He did it standing at the side of the bed, with his back half turned, feeling absurdly self-conscious, and when he turned around Ilya was watching him with his head turned on the pillow and an expression of such open devouring tenderness that his knees went weak. He climbed onto the bed. He knelt over his husband on hands and knees and lowered his mouth to the hollow of his throat, where the pulse beat, and kissed it. Ilya let out a long shaky breath. His hands came up and settled on Shane's hips, big and warm and not quite steady, and Shane felt a tremor go through the whole long body underneath him.
He took his time. He had learned, over a year and a half, that there was no hurry in the world that was worth the loss of this, the long patient mapping of a body he had thought he knew. He kissed the collarbone, and the flat plane of the sternum, and the old pale scar on the ribs where a stick had once caught him in the Cup run. He took a nipple between his lips and heard the small sound that Ilya always made, a quick hum of surprise, and moved down. His mouth found the soft belly, the new softness, and he pressed his lips to it deliberately, with a kind of grave devotion, and Ilya's hand came down into his hair and stayed there. "I know," Ilya said, a little embarrassed. "It is not what it was. I have been eating Yuna's cabbage rolls for six weeks."
"I like it," said Shane, against the skin. "I like all of it. I like that it's from a year of your life. I like that you got it from cooking soup for a woman in Gatineau." He looked up along the length of that body. "It's you. It's all the same you. It's just got more in it."
Ilya did not answer. His eyes were wet. He lay with his head back and his throat working, and when Shane went on down the bed and settled between his thighs and took him in his mouth, he let out a sound that was half a laugh and half a groan and put a forearm over his face. Shane worked at him with unhurried care. He drew him deep, the way he knew, and held, and drew back with a flick of the tongue under the head, and felt the whole body respond, the thighs trembling on either side of his shoulders, the stomach muscles jumping under his palm. The sunlight lay on his bare back like a warm hand. Somewhere downstairs a clock chimed. He kept his rhythm patient and even, and listened to the breathing above him go from controlled to ragged, and when Ilya's hand gripped his hair and said in a cracked whisper that he was close, he drew back and rose up on his knees.
"Not yet. I want to be inside you."
"Then hurry," said Ilya hoarsely, and then, "No. Do not hurry. Take your time. I am only an animal."
Shane laughed. He reached for the drawer and found the lube and a condom, out of habit, though they no longer needed it, and he held up the foil packet and raised an eyebrow, and Ilya shook his head with a small smile. There was no reason now. There had not been for a year. He set the packet aside. He warmed the lube in his palm and slid a finger into the heat of his husband, slowly, watching Ilya's face, and Ilya's eyes fell shut and his mouth came open on a long low exhalation. It was a luxury, in the middle of the afternoon, to be able to look. The sun lit every detail, the dark lashes lying on the flushed cheek, the faint gleam of sweat in the hollow of the throat, the muscles at the corner of the jaw moving as he swallowed. Shane opened him with a second finger and then a third, moving gently, curling until Ilya's head pressed back into the pillow and his heels dug into the quilt, and then he withdrew and positioned himself and bent to kiss him, long and open, before he pushed in.
It was a sensation that never lost its power to undo him, the slow hot slide of it, the tight clasp, the way Ilya's body took him in and then softened around him as if recognizing something. He stopped when he was fully inside. They lay there, joined, with Ilya's legs wrapped around his waist and their foreheads together, breathing in unison. "Okay," Ilya whispered. "Okay. I am okay. You can."
He moved. It was a long, rolling, loving rhythm, deep and unhurried, and every stroke seemed to pull something out of him that he had not known was tangled. Ilya met each thrust with a slow lift of his hips. His hands slid up Shane's back and gripped his shoulder blades, and his mouth, which had been murmuring in Russian against Shane's cheek, went quiet and then broke into a series of small helpless sounds. The bed knocked gently against the wall. The curtain stirred. From downstairs there drifted up, faint and muffled, the sound of Yuna's voice singing a lullaby to an infant who was, by all evidence, not asleep, in an accent that was entirely wrong, and Ilya started to laugh. He laughed with his whole body, helplessly, clenching around Shane so that Shane gasped, and shook his head against the pillow and said that he was sorry, that it was his mother-in-law, that he could not do this and listen to her sing, and Shane, laughing too, said that she had a lovely voice and that he should concentrate.
They found it again. It came back to them gradually, a long steady build that rose through the laughter and swallowed it, a deepening of the rhythm and a tightening of the grip, until Ilya was gasping with his head thrown back and his nails scored into Shane's shoulders, saying his name in a rough broken voice. Shane reached between them. He wrapped his hand around his husband, hot and slick, and stroked in time, and felt the whole body arch up into him with a long wavering cry that he muffled by pressing his mouth to Ilya's. Ilya came with a shudder that ran from his heels to his scalp, spilling warm over Shane's fist and his own stomach, and the hard rhythmic clench around Shane took him over a second later. He buried his face in the damp curve of the neck. He felt the climax rise out of the base of his spine in a white wave, felt it break, and heard himself groan Ilya's name against the skin while his hips jerked and his arms shook, and for a long time afterward neither of them could do anything except lie there and breathe.
When they could move, they lay on their sides facing each other, with their legs tangled, in a pool of afternoon sun. Ilya traced the line of Shane's jaw with one finger. He was smiling, a loose, sleepy, wrecked smile, and there was a bead of sweat in his eyebrow. "I remember," he said. "It turns out I remember very well."
"You were fine."
"I was better than fine. I was a, a champion. I want a medal." He yawned. "Your mother is going to know. She is going to look at me over the casserole and she is going to know."
"She told us to."
"She told us to, and she will pretend that she did not, and we will pretend that we did not, and it will be a very polite dinner." He pulled Shane's hand up to his mouth and kissed the knuckles, and the ring. "I love you. I want to say it in the daytime. I have been saying it in the dark so much that I thought I would forget the light."
"I love you."
"Say it in Russian."
"Я тебя люблю."
"Your accent is a disaster," said Ilya tenderly, and pulled him in, and they lay with their foreheads together and their eyes closed, listening to a distant, off-key, entirely sincere rendition of a Quebec nursery rhyme drift up through the floorboards.
* * *
The Centaurs won the Stanley Cup in the third year. They won it in seven games against Dallas, in a series that the commentators called a war of attrition and that Shane remembered only in fragments, a blur of hits and prayers and goals that seemed to be scored by somebody else. Ilya got the winner in double overtime. It was a wrist shot from the high slot that beat the Dallas goalie clean, and Shane, who had been on the bench with his gloves in his lap and his heart in his throat, watched the puck cross the line in what seemed like a very long time, and then the building came down. He was on the ice before he knew he had moved. He remembered the cold air in his lungs and the sound of the crowd, a long rising roar like an avalanche, and the weight of a man in his arms, and the taste of salt, and Ilya shouting in his ear, in two languages, that they had done it, that they had done it, that he had never been so happy in his life. He remembered Dougie Penney lifting the Cup. He remembered Troy Barrett on his knees on the ice, sobbing, with a stick across his lap. And he remembered, a long time afterward, in the dressing room, with champagne running down the walls and the music blasting, looking up and finding Ilya on the other side of the room, holding a small blond toddler in a red Centaurs sweater up to the light.
The toddler was Nikolai. They called him Kolya. He had been born on a blustery March morning two years after his sister, in the same green-doored room in Gatineau, with the same stocky midwife and the same pair of nervous fathers and a different, calmer woman on the table. Odile had offered. She had said, at the second birthday party for Mila, over a slice of lemon cake, that she was thirty-seven and had never felt better and that she would like to do it once more, if they wanted, and Camille had said that she had been told this was happening and was in favor. They had been thrilled. They had been afraid to ask. This time the envelope had said Hollander. Shane had read it in the orange chair at three in the morning, as before, with a child on his chest, and had thought that he was a man who had been given two keys to a house he had not known he owned, and that he did not feel any different at all.
They had named him for no one. That was the rule. They had spent three weeks arguing over a list, with Svetlana weighing in by phone from Boston with a spreadsheet, and the argument had gone on until the night before the birth, when Ilya had stood up from the kitchen table in the Glebe and said, in a ringing voice, that he would like a name that did not belong to anybody. He did not want an uncle. He did not want a dead grandfather or a dream. He wanted a name that had never been used in his family or Shane's, that had no baggage and no echo, that the child could put on like a new coat. Shane had said that this was the most Ilya thing he had ever heard. Ilya had said that he knew. They had picked Nikolai at midnight, from the back of a cereal box. It was only later, much later, that Shane had realized the name was one letter off from the other one, and had gone very still, and then laughed until he cried. Nico. Ilya had not noticed. Or he had, and had said nothing, and the child had grown up with a name that rhymed with a ghost and was entirely his own.
It was a big noisy happy house. They had never moved out of the Glebe. The little red brick building with its bad kitchen and its sagging porch had acquired, in three years, a second bedroom and a mudroom and a long wooden table in the garden that David had built from a barn door in the summer of the first Cup, and the crooked maple had a swing hung from its lowest branch. The upstairs window seat was covered with drawings. The ugly orange chair had migrated, at some point, to the living room, where Ilya claimed it on Sunday afternoons with a notebook and a pencil and a cup of coffee, and where small people climbed on him like a jungle gym. The hook in the front hall now held eleven keys. There was a key for the lake and a key for the pond and a key for the house in Dorchester, where, in the second week of every month, Ilya sat at the head of a long table and said hello to everyone who came in, and a key to the city's second Irina Rozanova House, which had opened in the spring on a street in Vanier, in a converted rowhouse with a long scrubbed table and a bowl of oranges in the middle.
He did not call it a foundation anymore. He called it the kitchen. It had a director, a clinical psychologist named Anil with a soft voice and a limp, and a cook named Beatriz who had come from Dorchester on Svetlana's personal recommendation and had a reputation for firing anyone who put raisins in the rice. It had a night worker. It had a woman at the door, a retired schoolteacher in her sixties named Mrs. Okafor, with enormous reading glasses and a gift for saying nothing at the right moment, who kept a jar of hard candies in the pocket of her cardigan. People came in. They came in at all hours, a boy of nineteen with the sleeves of his hoodie pulled over his hands, a woman in a hospital lanyard with her shoes off, an old man with a hat. Nobody asked them what was wrong. They sat down. They were given soup.
Ilya was there on Sundays, when the schedule allowed. He tended to sit at the far end of the table, away from the head, with his elbows on the wood, and listen. He rarely spoke. Shane had gone with him a few times, in the early months, and had watched him sit for three hours at a stretch with a cup of tea going cold at his elbow and a notebook open in front of him, saying nothing, and had understood at last what Ilya had meant when he said that the point was the door. A man came to a place and was not required to explain. That was all. It was the most radical thing Shane had ever seen, and the simplest, and he had stood in the doorway of the long room with a baby on his hip and felt a quiet pressure behind his eyes, as if a hand were laid on the back of his neck.
Svetlana flew in for the second opening. She came in a black coat and a pair of enormous sunglasses, with the green binder under her arm, and she walked through the door of the Vanier house at nine in the morning and stood in the middle of the long front room for almost a full minute, perfectly still, looking at the table and the oranges and the plaster ceiling and the framed drawing of the swallow on the wall by the door. She did not say a word. Then she took off the sunglasses and turned, and Ilya, who had been watching her from the corner with his hands in his pockets and the face of a man awaiting a verdict, saw that she was crying. She crossed the floor in four strides and slapped him on the shoulder with the binder, hard, and put her arms around his neck. "It is correct," she said, in a muffled voice, in Russian, and then, in English, for the room, "I have inspected it. It is acceptable. I would like a cup of tea."
"You hate tea," said Ilya.
"I will have it in the spirit of the thing." She wiped her face with the heel of her hand. "I am very proud of you. I am going to say it again, in a toast, with the spoon."
* * *
It was a Sunday in October, a gold and windy afternoon with leaves skittering across the lawn, when Mila asked about them. She was three years and two months old. She was a small solemn dark-haired child with her father's eyes and her other father's chin and a way of looking at a person over the top of whatever she was holding, a spoon or a crayon or a worm, that was, Shane had come to understand, entirely her own. She sat on the back step of the house in the Glebe with a mug of warm milk in both hands and her feet in a pair of purple rubber boots, watching her brother chase a squirrel across the lawn. The long garden table stood behind her under the maple, strewn with the remains of a lunch, a salad bowl, a half-eaten pie, a plastic dinosaur. Ilya was in the kitchen doing the dishes and singing a Russian pop song badly. David was in the raised beds with a trowel, kneeling in the dirt in the old brown jacket and the toque with the hole in it, murmuring to a row of garlic.
Shane sat beside her. He had a cup of coffee, and a fleece blanket across his knees, and a feeling of rich undemanding peace that he had learned to recognize, in the last three years, as what most people simply called a good day. The light came through the maple in long moving patches. A leaf drifted down and landed on the top step, red and gold, with a perfect curled edge, and Mila reached out and picked it up and turned it in her fingers, with her brow furrowed, as if checking it for flaws.
"Papa," she said.
She called him Papa. Ilya was Papa too, in the other language, with a different stress, and it had worked itself out in the household without any discussion. She used it in two tones. This one was thoughtful, and a little wary, the voice of a person approaching a question she had been turning over for some time.
"Yes, solnyshko?"
"Who is Gerald?"
Shane set the cup down. He felt a slow warm tingle run up the back of his neck. "Where did you hear about Gerald?"
"Papa Ilya tells it. At bedtime. The pancake on the ceiling." She did not look up from the leaf. "He said there was a girl who named it. She was four. And he said she had a brother, and the brother threw it, and they were a long way away but they were still family. And I asked where, and he said it was in your head. And I said, can I visit?" Her voice was perfectly matter of fact. "He said I should ask you."
He did not say anything for a moment. He looked out over the lawn, where Kolya had lost the squirrel and was now sitting cross-legged in the grass, solemnly pulling the heads off dandelions, and where his father, in the garden bed, had paused with the trowel in his hand and was not looking in their direction. The light moved. Behind him the kitchen window was open and the water had stopped running, and he knew without turning around that Ilya was standing there with a dish towel in his hands, listening, and that he would not come out. He would not come out unless he was asked.
"They're called Katya and Nico," said Shane. His voice was quite steady. "They're a girl and a boy. Katya's the older one. She's four, in the stories, and she has your eyes, and she wouldn't go to sleep without a light on in the hall. Nico is a baby. Or a toddler. He doesn't like to wear a coat. They live in a place that isn't here. It's a long way off, and it's hard to explain, and I can't take you there. Nobody can. It's a place that only I can see."
"Like a dream?"
"A little like a dream."
"Is it a good dream?"
"It's the best one I ever had." He took a breath. "And it's a sad one, a little, because I had to wake up. But it was a good dream. They were very good kids. They loved your father very much. And your father loved them. That's why I tell you about them, so they don't get lonely. So somebody knows they were there."
Mila considered this. She turned the leaf over. Then she put down her milk, and slid across the step on her purple boots, and settled herself against his side with her head on his arm, a small warm heavy weight, and looked out across the garden. "Are they my brother and sister?"
"In a way."
"The invisible kind."
"The invisible kind. Yes." He felt something go through his chest, a gentle hard pressure, like the first week of the thaw. "Is that okay?"
"I think it is okay." She yawned. "I have a brother who is not invisible. He is very loud. I think it would be nice to have a quiet one. A quiet one who is good at skating." She was silent for a minute. Then, in the same careful, thoughtful, slightly scolding tone, she said, "Katya should get a turn. Papa Ilya says it is not fair to tell stories only about the one. I think she is very lonely. She has a brother and he is a baby. I would like to hear a story about her that is not about a pancake."
"I can do that."
"Now?"
"Right now." He settled her against him and drew the blanket up over her knees, and she gave a small satisfied wriggle. The leaves went on falling around them. A flock of geese went over very high, in a ragged vee, calling to each other, and the sound faded into the blue. He looked at the red leaf in her hand and thought that he did not know, for a moment, where to begin, and then he found, as he always found, that he did. "Once," he said, "there was a little girl named Katya, and she was five years old, and she wanted more than anything in the world to learn how to skate. So her father took her to a pond. It was a very big pond, with a cottage on it, and the ice was as black as a window. And her father knelt down in the snow and tied her skates on, and she looked at him with a very serious face, and she said, Papa, I am not a quitter. I am a Rozanov."
Mila giggled. "I am a Rozanov."
"You are. You're a Hollander too, but she didn't know about that yet. She fell down a lot. She fell down about forty times. But every time she got up, and she kept going, until at the end of the afternoon she had crossed the whole pond, on her hands and knees at the start. And at the far side she turned around and waved at them with both arms."
"And then she fell over."
"How did you know?"
"Papa Ilya tells it too. He says she fell over and he laughed so hard he sat in the snow." Mila tilted her head back and looked up at him with her solemn dark eyes, and he saw that she was grinning, a gap-toothed, delighted, thoroughly unselfconscious grin. "He told me the same one. But yours is better. You say it quieter."
He could not answer. He pressed his lips against the top of her head, and breathed in the smell of her hair, grass and milk and sunshine, and when he looked up the kitchen door had opened. Ilya stood on the threshold in a faded T-shirt with a dish towel over one shoulder and his reading glasses pushed up into his hair, watching the two of them with an expression that Shane would have recognized anywhere. It was the face he wore at the end of a very good game. It was wide, and soft, and quite undefended, and the eyes were bright, and he did not say anything. After a moment he came down the steps and lowered himself onto the other side of Mila, so that she was sandwiched between them, and put an arm round both of them, and leaned his head against Shane's shoulder.
"I did not say," he said, after a while, in a low voice. "I want you to know I did not say a word. I was washing a pot."
"I know."
"I was washing the same pot for ten minutes. It is the cleanest pot in Ottawa." He gave a short wet laugh. "I thought, this is the day. I did not know it would come in October, on a step. I thought it would be a very big moment, with a, with a cake."
"It didn't need a cake."
"It did not need anything." He kissed the top of the child's head, and then, across her, Shane's cheek. "It is only that I wanted to hear you say it. To someone who is a person. I have been listening to you tell it to a baby, in the dark, for three years. I wanted to hear it said to somebody who could say it back."
Mila had gone still between them. She looked from one to the other, with her head tipped back, and her small face was grave and attentive, with the faint line between the brows that she would, he suspected, have all her life. Then she put the red leaf into Ilya's hand and closed his fingers over it. "That is for Katya," she said. "You can put it in your book. I think she would like something from here."
Ilya looked at the leaf. It lay in his big scarred palm, red and gold, trembling in the wind. He did not say anything for a long time. Then he took the notebook out of the pocket of his jeans, the old black one with the taped spine, and opened it somewhere near the back, to a page that Shane could see was already full of tiny left-leaning writing, and laid the leaf flat between the leaves and shut the cover. He pressed it down with the heel of his hand. The wind lifted a strand of hair off his forehead. When he turned his head, Shane saw that his face was entirely wet and that he was smiling.
"It is a very good leaf," he said. "I will keep it forever."
* * *
They put the children to bed at eight. It was a long process, with a great many stages, an argument about the dinosaur and a negotiation over the hall light and an extended and sincere discussion between Mila and her brother on the subject of whether a squirrel could be a person, and by nine the house had gone quiet. Ilya went down to the kitchen to make tea. Shane stood for a time in the doorway of the children's room, which had once been the room with the window seat and the ugly orange chair and was now a landscape of small shapes in the dark, a loft bed and a pile of stuffed animals and a rug with a map of the world on it. Both of them were asleep. Kolya lay on his back with his arms thrown up over his head, snoring faintly. Mila had curled on her side with a hand under her cheek, and a lock of dark hair lay across her forehead, and on the pillow beside her head, in the glow of the crescent night-light, lay a single red maple leaf.
He stood looking at her for a long time. The house made its small night sounds around him, the tick of the radiator, the creak of a floorboard, the faint rattle of a spoon in a cup. There was no ghost in the room. There had not been for a long while, he realized, not in the way he had once feared. There was only a girl with a furrowed brow, sleeping, and a boy with his arms flung wide, and a window with the moon in it. And there were two others, farther back, that he could still see if he looked, a small stubborn figure in a yellow dress and a smaller one in a refusal of a coat, standing hand in hand at the edge of the light. They were no longer pressed against his chest. They were simply there, a quiet and permanent part of the landscape, like a mountain a long way off, and he found that he could look at them with the same unhurried steadiness that he could look at the moon. He raised a hand, in the dark, as one waves to people across a lake. He did not know what he expected. Nothing came back, and nothing needed to.
He went downstairs. In the kitchen the kettle was singing and Ilya stood at the counter with his back to the door, in a gray sweater and sweatpants, pouring water into two mugs. He had put the notebook on the table. It lay open at a page near the front, the one numbered forty-one, and Shane read, as he passed, the last lines in the careful cramped hand. Open nine to nine. Nobody asks. Always oranges. And under it, in a different ink, in a looser, more recent scrawl, a line that had been added only that evening. A leaf from Mila, for K. A thing said quietly is a thing said better.
"I plagiarized you," said Ilya, without turning. "The last part. It was too good."
"You're a thief."
"I am a very honest thief. I put your name." He turned, with a mug in each hand, and held one out, and Shane took it. It was the blue one. It was heavy and cool and slightly uneven, the glaze the exact color of the water at a beach he had never been to, and it was warm now from the tea. He had never told anyone where it had come from. He had never needed to. It was a mug, an ordinary mug, bought for two dollars at a church sale in Hintonburg by a man who had stood in front of a shelf of them and had an opinion. Ilya had given it to him last Christmas, wrapped in the funnies, with a card that said, For the tea you drink. For the tea I will smell and be happy about. Shane had turned it over in his hands. Then he had put it on the shelf above the sink, where it had stayed ever since, filled every morning with a bag of bergamot, a small private lie that had turned, over three years, into a fact.
They sat at the kitchen table, side by side, with their knees touching. Through the window the maple stood black against a sky full of cold bright stars, and the long garden table lay pale in the light from the house. The tea was hot and sweet. Ilya had his bare feet up on the rung of Shane's chair. He looked tired and happy and a little silly in the lamplight, with his glasses sliding down his nose and a smear of finger paint on his cheek, and Shane thought that in forty years, if the world was kind, he would look exactly the same.
"I have a story," said Ilya.
"It's Sunday."
"It is Sunday. It is the correct day." He folded his hands around his mug. "It is not about them. It is about us. I thought you might like to hear it, as a change." He looked at Shane across the rim of the cup, and his eyes were very blue and entirely steady. "Once there was a boy from Moscow, and he was very lonely, and he was very good at hockey, and he thought that these two things were the same. And there was a boy from Ottawa, who was very polite, and who was very good at hockey, and who thought that being polite was a way of being safe. And they hated each other. They were told to. The whole world said, here is a man you are supposed to hate, and they did their very best." He smiled. "And then one day one of them was hit on the ice, and when he woke up he walked across a rink and asked the other one if he wanted a coffee."
"A protein shake."
"A protein shake. You are editing." He took a sip. "And the other one said no. He said, you cannot give me a map of my own life. And the first one was so angry that he had to go and sit in a car. And then he came back. He came back the next day, and the next, with no map, only with his hands, and he said, I do not know the way, but I would like to walk it with you." His voice had dropped. "And they walked. For a long time. It was very difficult. There were airports and lawyers and a, a very bad kitchen. And at the end of it, a long way down the road, there was a house with a window, and a table, and two small people who were extremely loud. And the two men sat on a step in the October light and listened to their daughter ask about the dead."
"Ilya."
"I am not finished." He set the mug down. "And the boy from Ottawa said, they are not dead. They are somewhere I cannot go. And the boy from Moscow said, I know. And he thought, I would walk to the end of the earth to find that place. I would carry a lantern. And then he thought, no. I do not have to. I only have to sit here, and hold the hand, and let him tell me. That is the whole journey. It is a very short road." He stopped. His eyes were wet. "That is the end of the story. It does not have a moral. I am sorry."
Shane found that he could not speak. He set down his mug, very carefully, on the table, and then he reached out and took his husband's face between both hands and kissed him. It was a long kiss, a quiet kiss, tasting of bergamot and salt and the faint sweet edge of the pie from lunch, and Ilya's hands came up and closed around his wrists and held on. When they broke apart, their foreheads stayed together. They stayed there for a long time. The refrigerator hummed. Upstairs a child turned over in her sleep and said something distinct and cheerful about a squirrel, and was silent.
"I'd like to add something," Shane said, when his voice came back. "To the story."
"Add."
"I'd like to say that the boy from Ottawa woke up one morning at twenty years old, grieving a man he thought he'd lost, and that he was wrong. He hadn't lost him. He hadn't even met him yet. The man he'd lost was a, a picture, a thing he'd made out of loneliness and a bang on the head." He drew a breath. "And the real one turned out to be better. Not the same. Better. He was louder and meaner about cereal and he put up a hook in the hall. He cried at dog food commercials and he never once did a single thing the way it was in the dream. And the boy from Ottawa loved him so much that sometimes he thought he would break."
"That is a good addition," said Ilya, in a very small voice.
"And he'd do it all again. Every bit. The hit, the coma, the grief, the Syracuse hotel, the whole thing. He'd lie down on that ice tomorrow if it meant he got to sit in this chair." He opened his eyes. "That's the moral. If you want one."
Ilya laughed. It was a soft broken wet laugh, and it shook his whole frame, and he pulled Shane forward by the front of his sweater until they were pressed together across the corner of the table, the mugs sloshing, the notebook sliding dangerously close to the edge. He kissed him again, harder, with a kind of laughing desperation, and Shane kissed him back, with his hands in the thick dark hair and the ring pressed cold against his cheek, until they both had to stop and breathe. "Come to bed," Ilya said, against his mouth. "I have a plan. It is a very detailed plan, with tabs."
"Is it a good plan?"
"It is a very good plan. It has no moral at all." He stood, and drew Shane to his feet, and turned off the lamp. The kitchen went dark except for the moonlight on the tile, and the pale shine of the table, and the notebook lying open at page forty-one with a red leaf pressed between its leaves. He took Shane's hand. They went up the stairs together in the dark, quietly, past the room where the children slept, past the hook in the hall with its row of keys, a gold gleam in the gloom, and the little sign in two languages that said there was always a key. At the top of the stairs Ilya paused, and put a finger to his lips, and listened. There was no sound but the house settling around them and the faint rhythm of two small people breathing. He smiled. Then he opened the door of their room, and they went in, and shut it softly behind them.
Outside, the wind dropped. The maple stood still under the stars, with the swing hanging motionless from its lowest branch, and the long table lay pale and quiet in the garden. On the kitchen windowsill a blue mug stood in the moonlight with a ring of tea drying inside it. On the table beside it a black notebook lay open, and the pages fluttered once, in some small draft, and were still. And far away, in a place that nobody could visit, in a yellow room that had never been built, a girl with a stubborn chin turned over in her sleep, and a boy beside her sighed and settled, and a man with silver at his temples stood at the foot of the bed and watched them breathe, and smiled, and put out the light.
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