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Summary: 
              After he retires, Sid retreats to the Canadian wilderness and no one in the public hears from him for two years. But it’s not like anyone forgets about him. Especially not Geno, who still keeps in touch by phone and e-mail, though he longs for more.
Geno is facing the prospect of life without the NHL when Sid’s autobiography comes out. Suddenly everyone wants a comment. Geno didn’t even know Sid was writing an autobiography. 
But he knows now, and he knows—there’s no way to read Sid’s book except as a love letter to Geno, and even if he only meant it as a hockey love letter, it still is. Only Sid won’t answer his calls.  
Geno resolves to ask him about it in person. One problem: he has to find him first.
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sing each song twice over

Author’s Note:
      	For torigates.




    

      With thanks to my amazing beta/cheerleading team: lupinus, reallyyeahokay, HelenOrvana, KeriArentikai, engine, merrin, and sailorstkwrning. Thanks for putting up with my flail.

And with thanks to Tori, who probably TOTALLY KNEW I was writing this because I’m bad at secrets, but pretended she didn’t.

Warning: This story deals with the death of a beloved pet. If you’ve lost a pet recently or are facing such a loss in the near future, you may wish to put this story aside.

    


    
    The morning training camp starts in Pittsburgh, Geno wakes up hungover. It’s after eleven o’clock and he’s not even in the right time zone. Retirement is officially terrible.

He rolls out of bed and stumbles into the kitchen for a Gatorade. It never tastes as good in Russia; the flavors are all wrong. But it helps with the hangover anyway, even if it ultimately only reminds him that he’s not where he should be.

It shouldn’t be like this. He’s only thirty-six. But that’s old enough, apparently; his knee can’t take the strain like it used to, and he hates the idea of playing at anything less than 100 percent, and Pittsburgh hasn’t felt right for two years anyway. So here he is in Moscow while back home, his team is gearing up for a season without him.

It sucks, and it’s only been three months. He should ask Sid how he kept himself from going crazy, probably. They haven’t talked in a while, and he probably has some pointers. But Sid won’t be awake for hours, if he answers his phone at all, and Geno has a lot of time to fill before then.

Maybe he should schedule another trip to visit some kids.

Before he can do much more than finish his breakfast, though, his cell phone starts making a terrible noise. He needs to fix that ringtone now that Sasha isn’t in the same country to fuck with it. Still bleary, he stands up and crosses the kitchen to pick it up from the counter. “What?”

“Good morning to you too, Zhenya,” Seryozha says pleasantly. After so many years in Pittsburgh, the Russian nickname feels wrong. “I take it you haven’t been to the gym yet this morning.”

“I’m retired,” Geno says, even though he’s worked out every day this week. He’s not going to have Sasha say he’s getting fat. Sasha still gets to play; that’s insult enough.

“You need a hobby,” Seryozha tells him. “Listen, you probably already know why I’m calling, so I’m just going to come out and ask: Did you know?”

Geno blinks, frowns. Is he hungover enough to have missed part of the question? He doesn’t think so. “Know what?”

There’s a pause. Then: “Zhenya, are you telling me you haven’t read it yet?”

What the hell? “Read what?” he asks, exasperated.

Seryozha’s voice is level, matter-of-fact. “Sidney’s memoir.”

*

And, well, there go Geno’s plans for the day.

*

Sid’s book is titled The Postgame, and apparently it’s been out for twenty-four whole hours without Geno knowing. Geno downloads it on his Kindle while he’s still on the phone with Seryozha, who won’t tell him a single thing about it. Apparently Sid dropped it without any publicity like he’s Beyoncé or something. Geno would think the similarity is hilarious if he thought it had to do with anything other than Sid flat-out refusing to do promotion.

He doesn’t start reading it right away. Once he does, he’s probably not going to sleep until he’s finished. Instead he takes a few ibuprofen and goes to the gym, showers, and walks to his favorite café.

He’s right about the book.

*


  Since I was little, I’ve always felt more at home on the ice than anywhere else. Hockey isn’t all dirty passes and pretty goals, but sometimes, on the right day, when everything clicks, it’s a little like flying. To me, that feeling of belonging was worth the alienation I experienced off the ice. I never thought a place could feel more at home than the arena.



  Then, on July 30, 2005, I got drafted by the Pittsburgh Penguins.


*

Geno’s only been gone for the summer, but his English is a little rusty anyway, and he hasn’t made a habit of practicing his reading since Sid retired. He doesn’t have anyone to badger him into it or correct his pronunciation. But his Kindle has a translation function for words that are unfamiliar, and it’s good enough. By the time he orders his second cup of tea, he’s deep into chapter two.

He tries to keep his focus on reading, but questions plague him. Why didn’t Sid tell him he was writing a book? Is this why Geno hasn’t heard from him in weeks? And why now? Sid still avoids attention like the plague. Even Geno doesn’t know where he actually lives; it was a major topic of speculation in sports media for an entire year after he broke his ankle. As far as Geno knows, Flower has only seen him once since then, last summer, in Quebec. Geno sort of thought Sid was making up for all the privacy he didn’t have those fourteen years in Pittsburgh.

But if he’s publishing something like this—well, that privacy is gone now.

As Geno turns the page on the third chapter, his phone rings with his fourth—fifth?—call from his agent. The first message, which Geno ignored, was a request for a comment from a prominent Russian sports blogger. The second time he wanted to schedule an interview.

The third message he left was about damage control.

Geno rolls his eyes and puts his agent’s calls on mute.

*


  That first year in Pittsburgh was a whirlwind and a heartbreaker. After losing our captain—Mario retired midseason due to a medical condition—the Penguins finished fifteenth in the Eastern Conference. It made me realize, for the first time, that a hockey team can’t succeed on force of will alone. We had a solid core of players, but we needed more. Our defense was weak, or maybe they lacked confidence, and our offense wasn’t strong enough to make up the deficit. Morale was low, sure, but it wasn’t just that. Something was missing.



  In 2006 the Penguins acquired some firepower when they drafted Jordan Staal. Kris Letang, who was drafted in 2005, also joined the team after a stint in the QMJHL, adding some much needed depth to our defense. 



  Maybe that would have been enough to get us out of last place. Certainly it was enough to get us excited about the next season. But then, in August, we got even more good news.



  In 2004 the Penguins had drafted Evgeni “Geno” Malkin second overall. Unfortunately the lockout that season meant he never came to Pittsburgh. Instead he signed a two-year KHL contract. I would have done the same thing. Back then, any hockey was better than no hockey at all.



  We all expected Geno to join us in 2006. I had been watching his game tape, trying to learn everything I could about his style of play. On the ice, Geno was a bear, bullying his way to the net through opposing defensemen, or a tease, faking out goaltenders by maneuvering slowly and then firing the puck past them almost too quick for the eye. I couldn’t wait to play with him, started dreaming of the plays we could run with someone like that.



  Then we heard he’d signed a contract extension with Metallurg. 



  To say I was disappointed doesn’t do the emotion justice. I had been so excited, thinking Geno was just what the Penguins needed, that I only had to wait a little longer. Suddenly it seemed like he might never come at all. 


Imagine my surprise when Mario got that phone call in August telling us Geno was en route to Pittsburgh. Actually, maybe surprise isn’t the right word either. I was ecstatic. This year, I thought. This year we’ll show the NHL what the Penguins can do.


  I was nervous too, of course. What if we didn’t get along? What if we didn’t mesh on the ice? What if the Penguins kept losing and the team folded? It wasn’t outside the realm of possibility. Mario tried to keep us from the worst of it, but he couldn’t protect us forever. 



  When Geno showed up on Mario’s doorstep a few days later, any doubts I still had went out the window. He was obviously exhausted—and no wonder; if you ever get the chance and you can get him to speak more than a sentence at a time, have him tell you the story of how he got out of Finland—but I could practically see his determination. From the moment I shook his hand, I knew.



  We were going to do great things.


*

Geno exhales shakily and reaches for his cup of tea only to find it has gone stone cold. He should probably eat something.

He should probably take a break and a step back from the book too, but he can’t. He can’t stand the idea that other people have read this, that strangers have read Sid’s thoughts and Geno hasn’t.

Sid would laugh at him for being weirdly possessive, probably. It wouldn’t be the first time. Sid never seemed to mind, and he never read into it, or if he did he kept it to himself. Most days, Geno’s okay with that.

Other days, though—well, it’s hard not to wonder what if. Today is shaping up to be one of those days.

His cell phone pings again, bringing him out of his thoughts. Not Seryozha this time—Sasha, of course. Geno sighs. If he doesn’t answer it now he’ll just get a series of increasingly annoying voice mails until he gives in.

He picks up. “If you’re calling to gloat over training camp—”

“Zhenya!” Sasha gasps, all mock offense. “I am hurt that you would think such a thing. Incidentally, though, these rookies look more like children every year. How is it they can move so fast and still not be in the right place?”

“They are young and their captain’s stupidity is contagious,” Geno says affectionately.

“I should take them drinking,” Sasha replies, with the air of someone who agrees completely. “But I didn’t call to talk about hockey.”

Of course he didn’t.

“Have you read it yet?”

Geno scowls and flags down a waiter so he can order some food and a refill for his teapot. “If you’re referring to Sidney’s book,” he says, “then the answer is that I’m trying, but if you and Seryozha don’t leave me alone, I don’t know how I’m supposed to finish.”

There’s a pause. “You didn’t get an advanced copy?”

“I didn’t even know there was a book until this morning!” It comes out sounding more hurt than he intended. Damn it, Sasha doesn’t need any more ammunition.

Another pause, gentler this time. When Sasha speaks again, he’s making an obvious effort at levity. “Your captain, he’s a strange one. Are you absolutely sure—”

“Sasha,” Geno says sharply. Sighs. “Yes.”

“Then finish the book,” Sasha advises.

Geno’s tea arrives. “I’m hanging up now,” he says.

“Thank God. You’re so clingy, Zhenya.”

The line goes dead. Geno orders salmon with a side of grain salad and reads to the end of chapter four.

*

Then chapter five.

*

The café closes before Geno can finish. He pays his tab, adds a generous tip, and debates taking a cab home so he can continue reading. In the end he decides walking will take less time than waiting for a taxi.

The whole time, snatches of Sid’s book chase each other through his mind.


  Geno was everything I had hoped and more. Even when he could only speak a handful of words in English, he knew what the coaches wanted us to do, and he got it done. Sometimes it felt like he was reading my mind.


The 2008 Finals broke all our hearts. Afterward, I thought I would want to be alone. Instead Geno dragged me out of my hotel room into Flower’s, where a bunch of us watched Slap Shot until three in the morning.

When I lifted the Cup in Detroit in 2009, I felt untouchable. We’d finally done what I knew we could do, me and Flower and Jordy and Tanger. And Geno, of course. We never would have gotten through the Carolina series without him. I had never seen anyone play the way Geno did that series. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone play that way since, or at least not anyone else. In those few heady moments after we won, I knew we could do it again, and again after that.


  But then we didn’t.


Because Geno doesn’t have any kind of luck today, his mother calls before he makes it all the way home. He sighs. “Hello, Mama.”

She could be calling to ask how things are progressing with his lawyer. She asks him about it at least once a week. But he just talked to her about it yesterday, to tell her the last of the background checks had been ordered.

“Zhenya,” she says, and Geno knows what’s coming next, sighs quietly while fishing in his pocket for his keys. “Did you know?”

Everyone in Geno’s life thinks he’s an idiot, or a coward. He frowns as he lets himself into his apartment building. “I’m fine, Mama. I had a good day. Didn’t think about the Penguins at all.” Lies. “How are you?”

“Don’t be smart,” his mother says. “I’m just worried about you. Answer the question.”

“How did you even read the book?” Geno huffs, closing the door to his apartment behind him, then locking it. It’s only been published in English, and her eyesight is poor anyway; reading for more than a few minutes gives her a headache.

“I didn’t. Seryozha called; he’s worried about you. Zhenya.”

Geno firms his mouth into a thin line and drops heavily onto his couch, defeated. His chest aches to match his knee, and he rubs at his breastbone absently. His mother of all people should know better. “How could I have known?” he says. “How could I have known and still come here?”

His mother makes an impatient noise. “You weren’t ready to retire then, dorogoi moy. And it wouldn’t have been fair to ask Sidney to stay while you kept playing.”

That—that is true. It still hurts Geno that Sid’s career is over, even though it’s been two years, even though he has his own to be hurt over now. They all love the game, but no one loved it like Sid. He sighs again. If he dwells, he’ll get maudlin. “Mama.”

“Well, you know now,” she points out. “So what are you going to do about it?”

*

What Geno does about it is he stays up until three in the morning reading before his eyes won’t take it anymore and he has to go to bed. But he wakes up at nine the next day and goes right back at it, sitting at his kitchen table, ignoring his phone—everyone he’s ever said two words to wants to talk about Sid—breaking only when his stomach growls loudly enough to disrupt his concentration. Both his Russian and his American agent try to get in contact for a reaction. Geno tells them he’s not finished yet and then switches his phone off.

The thing is, Sid is a decent writer. Maybe part of why Geno is so interested is because it’s Sid, and he’s always had a soft spot where Sid is concerned. But part of it is that like this, on paper, Sid is engaging and funny and sweet and kind of dorky, the way Geno always knew him, not at all the way the media presented him. It makes Geno miss the real Sid.

For two years now he’s been avoiding moving on. He’ll never—he knows he won’t ever really be over it, the torch he’s carried for years, but it doesn’t actively hurt either. Sid left and Geno doesn’t blame him. Only now Geno’s starting to think he shouldn’t have given up so easily.

By the time he finishes the book, Sid hasn’t returned any of his calls or e-mails. That’s not unusual, but it feels different this time. Geno knows if he wants answers, he’ll have to go to the source.

It’s just that he doesn’t know where that is.

Fortunately, he knows how to find out.

*

Geno’s plane lands in Pittsburgh in the early afternoon. By the time he collects his bags and drops them at his house—he hasn’t decided if he’s going to sell it—he’s already exhausted. But training camp should have just finished, and he doesn’t need to go far. It’s basically just down the street.

He tries not to get too maudlin when he passes Sid’s old place. Geno can’t tell if there’s a new family living there or not, if he’s projecting and that’s what makes it look empty and sad.

At his destination, the car parked in the driveway is still tick-tick-ticking as the engine cools. Good. Maybe he’ll catch his prey off guard.

Or maybe hell will freeze over, Geno thinks with an inward sigh as the front door opens to reveal Flower.

“If you’re here to come out of retirement,” he says, “you missed the first four days of training camp.”

Geno glares at him.

“I guess I don’t have to ask if you read the book,” Flower continues. His tone is light, but he hasn’t invited Geno inside and something about his posture is vaguely threatening.

Geno supposes that his physical presence in North America probably makes that an unnecessary question. “Can I come in?” he finally says.

Flower smiles and steps back from the door. “Well, you ask so nice.” He pulls Geno into a hug when they get close enough, claps him on the back. “Good to see you.”

Geno rubs his hair. He can’t help it; it’s instinct.

Flower laughs and shoves him away. “Come in. You want a beer?”

It’s a nice day, so they sit in the backyard, lazily watching Estelle chase her little sister, who’s chasing butterflies with a net. They’ve gotten big, Geno thinks. Weird to think that next time he sees them, they’ll be so much bigger yet.

They make him think of Russia, of papers waiting to be signed, dreams waiting just below the surface of consciousness.

“So,” Flower says, knocking his beer bottle against Geno’s. “How do they say in English? This isn’t a social call.”

Geno twists his mouth. English is such a clumsy language. From the look on Flower’s face, he agrees. “Didn’t fly to Pittsburgh for beer with you,” he says. He would, if Flower needed him to, and he probably will someday, when Flower’s body betrays him the way Geno’s has. “Especially not shitty Canadian beer,” he adds.

Snorting, Flower kicks at his leg. “Bring your own next time, then. Bully.”

Something about him seems different. Maybe it’s just that he’s older, a little subdued. Geno started noticing it when Sid left, but it’s more pronounced now. “Things okay here?” he asks cautiously.

Flower shakes his head. “Same as always.”

Geno takes that to mean the media in Pittsburgh continues to be the media in Pittsburgh, and lets it slide.

“Did he tell you he was writing it?”

The question comes out sharp, sudden, sounding a little hurt. Geno lets himself look for a second before answering; there’s an unhappy pinch to Flower’s mouth, and his gaze is downcast. “No,” he says, and surmises that Sid didn’t tell Flower either, hence the problem. “He never say anything to me either.”

He tries not to be offended by the way Flower is obviously mollified. He raises his eyes again, brow smoothing out. “So you didn’t know?” And they’re talking about something different now, not about the book at all.

Geno sighs. Apparently he is doomed to repeat this conversation until eternity.

“Did you?”

With a huff, Flower admits, “About Sid, no. About you….” He shrugs.

Yeah, Geno figured. He spent his entire life ignoring his attraction to men. He likes women, liked sleeping with them—dating them even. At least until Sid. He never could hide his feelings for Sid. “Everyone think I’m stupid,” he says. “Sit around for years knowing, never do anything, only… what is word?”

“Pine,” Flower says after a moment’s thought.

“Pine,” Geno agrees. And the truth is, he did pine, a little, if realizing you were so hopelessly in love with someone you couldn’t have counted as pining even when you weren’t particularly sad about it. He and Sid were friends. They were close. It was enough.

But only because he’d convinced himself he could never have more. He’d never known Sid to have a romantic relationship with anyone, never mind another man, never mind another player from his team. As long as Geno had known him, the Penguins had accepted that that was something Sid just didn’t do. Maybe he should have asked.

He intends to do so now, anyway. Better late than never.

“You know where he is?” Geno asks.

Flower snorts again. “The question every sports journalist on the continent tries to answer.” Geno winces. Sid will hate that. “No, I don’t know. Sorry.”

Fuck.

“But I know who does.”

*


  From Chapter Twelve: Locked Out



  2012 was a hard year. First I couldn’t play hockey because of my concussion. Then there was the playoffs disaster—the less said about that, the better. And then the lockout happened, and I had nothing to look forward to. Every year that ended in disappointment, I looked forward to the start of a new season, to starting fresh. Only in September 2012, I didn’t have that anymore. I didn’t have my friends around to keep my spirits up like I had when I was injured.



  I wanted to go to Europe. I would have done anything to just play at anywhere near the competitive level I was used to. But the NHLPA asked me to help them try to get hockey back at home, and I couldn’t say no. Not when there was still hope. Looking back, I know it was the right call. But in 2012 I was doubting myself, wondering what would happen if I was the wrong man for the job.



  By the time we had an agreement in early 2013, I was ready to come out of my skin. That first day back was better than every other. Flower and Tanger and Duper were laughing in the room, giving each other shit in French. Paulie and Nealer were making plans for a midwinter barbecue to celebrate. Usually I’d give them shit for screwing around, but I was just sitting back, taking it in. 


And then Geno came in, late as usual, and pulled me into a hug that could’ve put a lot of people on IR, and I thought, Maybe this year.


  January turned into February. I worried when Geno took a hit and got tangled up with Gudbranson, especially when his memory got spotty. But Geno’s head must be harder than mine, because he only missed four games, and the Penguins went on to win, and win, and win.



  Paulie broke his hand and a wayward slap shot broke my face, Tanger missed five games, Nealer got a concussion, Geno went out again with a UBI—and the Penguins were still the number-one seed. 



  I was starving all the time and my jaw hurt so much I had trouble sleeping and I got so sick of milkshakes and protein shakes and anything shakes that I wanted to throw my blender out the window, but the worst thing? I had never been so proud of how my team played, and I didn’t get to play with them.



  Thank God for Geno. When he was playing, he called after every game. When he wasn’t, he was beside me on the couch, screaming at the television. He makes me look almost sane in comparison. 



  He makes a pretty good milkshake too.


*

The Toronto neighborhood Flower sends him to is nice: tiny postage-stamp yards and neatly maintained gardens and flower boxes, grade-level garages, brick buildings with tall skinny windows. It doesn’t seem like the kind of place a professional hockey player would live.

Then again, this isn’t just any hockey player. Geno parks his rental car on the street and rings the doorbell.

For a few moments nothing happens. Then he hears footsteps, light and quick, and the click of tumblers in the lock, and the door flies open.

He braces himself.

“Geno!” Taylor squeals, launching herself into his arms. Geno’s lucky he kept his conditioning up, or he might have fallen backward off the step.

“Hi, Taylor,” he says into her hair, squeezing her back just as tightly. “Long time.”

“Too long,” Taylor says firmly, giving his back a firm slap before letting go. “Your timing sucks, though. I was just on my way to practice.”

When she steps back, Geno really sees her for the first time; she’s wearing leggings and legwarmers and Under Armour, her hair half braided. “I give you a ride?” he offers. “Can talk on the way.”

Taylor gives him a speculative look. “I have a better idea.”

And that’s how Geno ends up at practice with the Toronto Furies in gear Taylor sweet-talked the Marlies’ equipment manager into loaning him. It’s a good practice, but the atmosphere is just familiar enough to make him homesick for Pittsburgh.

Taylor has grown immensely as a goalie in the past few years. Geno squeaks a few past her, but he can’t honestly say if it’s down to luck or skill. Maybe both.

“Lookin’ good, Croz!” one of her teammates shouts. “I hope you brought your game face, though.”

Geno looks over where the woman is gesturing and startles. Even though women’s hockey is gaining an audience, he doubts that it’s normal for one of their practices to draw that much attention from the press. They must be here for Taylor, for a sound bite on Sid’s book. If they notice Geno here too, that’s going to be a whole other kettle of fish he doesn’t want to open.

Chances are he’s already been noticed. A few of the girls on the team are taller than six feet, but their practice gear matches—his doesn’t.

This could be bad. The last thing Geno wants is to talk to the media about Sid’s book. He sprays to a stop next to Taylor’s net and lowers his voice. “What you want to do?”

“I’ll handle it,” Taylor assures him. “You want me to sneak you out of here?”

His relief must be obvious, because she rolls her eyes. “Hey, Captain!”

Hilary Knight crashes the net, her long brown ponytail spilling out the back of her helmet. Geno gets out of the way just in time to see Taylor make a spectacularly quick glove save.

“Nice,” Knight says approvingly, tapping Taylor on her helmet.

“You were telegraphing,” Taylor tells her. “Lazy.” Then: “Listen, I need a favor.”

She explains the situation briefly. Behind the Plexiglas, news crews with microphones and cameras await.

At the end of the explanation, Knight rolls her eyes. “You sure you did the right thing volunteering to be your pain-in-the-ass brother’s literary agent?”

Taylor doesn’t look at Geno. “Yep.”

Knight claps a gloved hand on Geno’s shoulder. “All right, then. Come with me if you want to live.”

Sneaking out of the arena without getting caught by the press feels a little nostalgic, almost like sneaking out of an airport bathroom in Finland. Knight giggles as she herds him quickly back to the locker room to change, then into a janitorial supply closet. “I’ll have Croz come get you when it’s safe,” she promises, flicking on the light. “Hope you brought your cell phone.”

*

Geno did, in fact, bring his phone. He spends the next forty minutes scrolling through the news articles he’s been avoiding, starting with the Hockey News and then all the local Canadian stuff before winding down with Deadspin. One of the articles is called All Out of Fucks: Sidney Crosby Speaks. The first part of the title is a direct quote.

No one’s come right out and said anything, but the speculation is there if you know how to read between the lines. What if Sidney Crosby retired to the Canadian wilderness to nurse his broken heart? Geno’s irritated. Sidney had to leave the NHL; of course he’s heartbroken. But they mean over him. The worst part is that he doesn’t know if they have a point or if all that is just Sid being Sid, forever effusive when it comes to Geno’s hockey.

With any luck, Taylor will be able to help him figure that out. And if not, well. He’s hoping she’ll lead him straight to the source.

Taylor finally comes to rescue him when his battery life is down to 10 percent. He flicks the screen off and shoves it in his pocket as Taylor rolls her eyes at him for what feels like the twelfth time. “Come on,” she says. “You can buy me dinner and I’ll decide if I’m going to tell you what you want to know.”

Geno doesn’t see that he has much of a choice, so he follows Taylor’s directions to a steakhouse.

Of course.

“What?” Taylor says off his only vaguely accusatory silence. “Like you don’t like steak. Come on.”

They get a table near the kitchen, out of the way of any prying eyes, though women’s hockey hasn’t gotten so big that Taylor’s easily recognizable off the ice. It’s probably for the best, since neither of them is dressed for anything nicer.

After Taylor hands back her menu—she’s ordered crab cakes for an appetizer and surf and turf with a side of steamed veggies—and the waitress has left, she folds her arms on the table.

“So,” she says.

Geno reminds himself she’s not actually intimidating, because he’s known her since she was a preteen, but it only sort of works. He sighs and decides to turn the tables. “Did you know?”

Taylor shakes her head. “Come on, this is Sid. I’m still not sure I know. He can be a little too earnest sometimes, I guess. It throws people off.” She takes a sip of her wine. “But I’d be lying if I said I’m not curious.”

Geno fights the urge to scrub a hand through his hair. “Me too.”

The waitress comes by with their appetizers. Taylor thanks her, then waits for her to leave before spitting Geno with a serious look. “That’s not really good enough for me to tell you where he is, G. I assume that’s what you want to know.”

Somehow he figured that, but he doesn’t know what else he’s supposed to say. He hasn’t even seen Sid in two years. “Can’t just take my favorite Crosby to dinner?”

“You’re hilarious.” She trades one of her crab cakes for a piece of his bruschetta without asking; it’s an old routine between them by now. “Seriously, though. That’s what you’re here to find out. Convince me I should tell you.”

Geno pokes at his crab cake, at a loss for what to say.

Under the table, something nudges his leg. He looks up and meets Taylor’s eyes. “If you can’t get through it with me, I don’t know how you’re gonna do it with Sid.”

Geno wonders when Sid’s little sister grew more mature than him. “Second Cup win,” he says finally. In the grand scheme of things, it wasn’t that long ago. “Before that, can’t make relationship work with my girlfriend. I’m not understand why. Then we win the Cup, and I’m see Sid’s face, and I think—that’s why it never works. Don’t really want it to.”

Taylor nudges him with her foot again, another show of support, but he knows she means for him to go on.

“I’m never think Sid feels the same. He never—with anyone.”

Taylor nods around a bite of crab cake. “Believe me, I know.”

Geno shrugs. “Then he retires, and he’s gone, never even comes to a game in two years. Then I’m retire, and he never tells me about book, doesn’t answer phone or e-mail.” He doesn’t realize how much it hurts until he says it out loud. He thought he was fine, that he could live with it, but obviously not. Obviously he still needs closure. Right now he just feels like a part of him has been cut off.

He tries to take a bite of bruschetta to buy himself some time, but it’s hard to swallow. He washes it down with a sip of wine.

One glance across the table tells him he isn’t fooling Taylor. “G….”

But he’s gotten this far. He’s not going to back down now. He read Sid’s book in two days and bought a last-minute plane ticket to Pittsburgh. Then he flew to Toronto. He isn’t going home until he puts this to rest. “If it’s still… I don’t know. But have to try, right?”

Taylor swallows. “Yeah.” She huffs a little, blowing her bangs out of her face, before smiling again and finishing off her appetizer. “I mean, I’m not going to lie, I was sort of hoping, when I got him to agree to publish it….”

Blinking, Geno puts his wineglass down. “You get him to do this?”

Taylor flushes a little and smiles a small, secret smile. “Yeah. I was visiting and I found the manuscript. He actually had the whole thing printed out like a complete noob. It’s like he wanted me to read it.” She pauses and wrinkles her brow. “Maybe he did. I told him I want to be a literary agent. That’s kind of a dying art these days, but hey, I got a better first project than most!”

Geno resolves once again never to get on Taylor’s bad side. “You’re want me to read it,” he realizes.

With a shrug, Taylor finishes off the last of her bruschetta. “I mean, Sid obviously wasn’t going to say anything about it ever because he’s Sid. Besides, he’s a pretty good writer. The book is way more interesting than those interviews he used to give.”

That makes him laugh. They used to have a drinking game to go along with Sid’s postgame interviews; every time he offered no information but what the interviewer already knew, take a drink. Even Geno could get a good buzz going from a few minutes of that.

They spend the rest of the evening chatting about the Furies’ upcoming season, Taylor’s plans to renovate her downstairs bathroom, whether dessert counts as cheating on the diet plan if you’re sharing it (Geno says no; Taylor says yes but splits the triple-chocolate brownie with him anyway).

It’s not until he’s dropping her off at home that she turns to him and tells him what he wants to hear. “Come back tomorrow morning. Early.”

Geno’s heart thumps too hard, trying to jump up in his throat. “When’s early?”

“Seven? It’s a long drive.” She leans over, inspecting the gearshift. Then she looks up and offers half a smile. “And you’re going to need a different rental car. Something with four-wheel drive and a GPS.”

*


  Chapter Fifteen: Double Gold



  Being chosen to play for Canada in the Olympics again was a dream come true. The atmosphere at the Olympics is different from anything else I’ve ever experienced, and to be honest, I think I needed the change.



  The thing is, I loved the Penguins. I still do. But the years of injury and disappointment were wearing on me. I needed to prove to myself that I could still compete the way I always had. That I hadn’t lost my edge. I needed something good. I needed to win.



  The Canadian team that year was phenomenal. Every guy on that team deserved to be there. Our goaltenders posted three shutouts over six games. We outscored our opponents almost 6 to 1. It was wild. 



  Even though I couldn’t seem to hit the net the way I wanted to, we were winning. I started feeling like myself again. 



  Getting back on the podium was a relief and a validation. If I could do it with these guys, most of whom I barely knew—if I could win with them, I could win with the Penguins. 



  But what was a great Olympics for me and Kuni—and Olli and Jussi, who brought home bronze for Finland—didn’t end so well for Brooksie or for Paulie, who broke his hand. 



  Or for Geno.



  It would’ve been bad enough with Paulie out. I had no idea what to do for Geno. But I knew I had to do something.


*

After a nine-hour drive, the last ten minutes down a road made of 60 percent potholes, Geno pulls into an equally holey driveway. Thank God for four-wheel drive, he thinks.

The driveway winds through a knot of pines so dense Geno can’t see what’s at the other end. It gives the impression of darkness when really it’s still late afternoon.

Finally he comes around a curve and the car passes the tree line, and there it is. Sid’s house.

It sits in a clearing on a wide expanse of what Sid probably thinks of as grass but is, in actuality, probably weeds that have been mown within an inch of their lives. Sid’s car is parked to one side; Geno has no idea how he manages to drive it anywhere without breaking an axle, because it is not designed to handle off-roading. To one side, fifty meters or so from the house, is a duck pond.

The house itself is plain: a simple A-frame wood cabin, obviously well maintained, with a broad front porch. There’s an honest-to-God rocking chair on it, along with a wall of neatly stacked firewood. To the left stands a sturdy-looking garage almost as large as the house. It’s nothing at all like Sid’s place in Pittsburgh, which was a monstrosity that looked like no one could comfortably live in it. This is quaint. Minimalist. Cozy.

But it does look solitary, out here by itself, miles from its nearest neighbor. Despite the cheerful curtains hanging in the windows, something about it depresses Geno. He parks beside Sid’s car and sits looking at the front door for long minutes, trying to find the courage to knock on the door. Surely Sid must have heard a car in the driveway. He’s probably standing just inside, twitching the curtains in paranoia. Geno should put him out of his misery.

He takes a deep breath and steps out of the car.

As soon as he slams the door, a chorus of barking starts up inside the house. That makes Geno feel a little better—at least Sid has some company out here. At first he thinks it’s just one dog, a big one by the pitch of its bark, but then he catches snatches of a whining cry in between, something hurt and afraid.

Come to think of it, the big dog’s bark sounds kind of panicky too. He hurries up the steps, wondering why Sid isn’t comforting them, and knocks on the door.

No answer, just even more frantic barking. The whine gets louder and more pained.

When he tries the door, he finds it locked. Maybe Sid’s not home after all—must have another car for getting around up here.

The dogs’ yelps reach the most desperate pitch yet, and Geno decides he has to go in and find out what’s wrong. What if Sid is home, and he’s injured, and there’s no one around to help him?

Luckily Sid is, above all else, a creature of habit. It takes Geno all of forty seconds to find his hide-a-key and unlock the door, his pulse pounding frantically all the while.

It takes two for him to wish he’d come any other day.

The big dog—the one with the deep bark—shuts up when Geno closes the door behind him. He’s all eyes and paws and snout, with tiny ears and a half-cropped tail, and he pushes close to Geno and sniffs at his hands and is generally as useless as a guard dog as Geno would expect any pet Sid owns to be. Geno lets the dog slobber on him a little, talks softly to him in English all the while.

Because he’s really looking at Sam.

He can’t remember how old Sam is now, but she has to be getting up there. Fifteen? Older? Either way, the past few years haven’t been so kind to her. Her eyes are milky and her coat is splotchy, her muzzle gone white.

She’s also lying on Sid’s untreated wood floor, her legs splayed helplessly, in a puddle of her own urine. She obviously can’t get up, and she’s equally obviously ashamed of having gone to the bathroom inside.

Geno puts the key on the table beside the door and curses quietly.

He can’t say whether Sam recognizes him. They’ve met a few times over the years, but not often and never for very long, since Sam lived with Sid’s family in Nova Scotia for most of her life. When Geno kneels next to him, Sam snuffles at his fingers and pushes her head into Geno’s hands. Her whole body trembles from pain or fear, and she’s taking quick, shallow breaths between whines.

The other dog stands at Geno’s shoulder, shifting from foot to foot, obviously concerned for his friend. “Okay,” Geno says softly, stroking Sam’s ears and thinking of Jeffrey, when he got near the end. “Okay. We clean up. Da?”

It takes him a few minutes to find the stash of rags in the hallway closet. Once he has those, he strips off his shirt so he can get his arms under Sam’s body without getting dog piss everywhere. Then he shifts Sam onto her side on one pile of rags so he can clean up with the other.

The sight of her there almost breaks Geno’s heart. He can only imagine what it’s going to do to Sid. This shouldn’t be the first thing he sees when he gets home. With that in mind, when Geno finishes cleaning up, including a sponge bath for Sam, he picks her up again.

The cabin isn’t very big. The front door opens onto the living room-kitchen area, all chunky, sturdy tables and overstuffed leather furniture, tile countertops over raw wood cabinets. A rag rug covers the entryway and another bigger one lies in front of the fireplace. To the right, a hallway leads to an oversize bathroom—Sid and his luxury showers; it’s the only room that feels like him at all—an office-cum-guest bedroom stuffed with a computer desk, a single bed, and an unsurprising amount of workout equipment, and the room that must be Sid’s.

The queen-size bed is neatly made, its plain dark-blue comforter smoothed over the pillows. Under a lamp on one bedside table sits a stack of books, Ondaatje, Atwood, Findlay, names Geno recognizes but titles he doesn’t; on the other side of the bed, the table is bare. A large rough-hewn wooden wardrobe takes up one wall.

There’s an enormous dog bed by the footboard, but judging by the lack of fur that has been shed on it in comparison to the amount on the actual bed, Geno doesn’t think it gets much use. He puts Sam on what must be Sid’s side and goes to find a water dish.

By the time he comes back, the other dog—he’s not wearing a collar, so Geno doesn’t know his name—is lying beside Sam, licking her face. Geno sits down with them and pets Sam’s flank.

The other dog looks up at Geno with sad, knowing, pleading eyes.

“Sid is home soon,” Geno tells him, even though it’s a promise he can’t make.

To put it mildly, this is not how he envisioned this reunion going.

He’s been sitting there for maybe half an hour when he hears the rumble of tires on gravel and the dogs’ ears perk up. Sam wags her tail weakly against the bed. Then a car door slams, and a few seconds later Geno hears the door to the cabin open. “If you’re a reporter,” Sid’s voice calls, “you should know you’re trespassing. I have a baseball bat and the RCMP on speed dial.”

Geno almost smiles, keeping a calming hand on Sam’s head as she perks up at the sound of Sid’s voice. “In here, don’t shoot.”

Footsteps approach. “I swear if you hurt my dogs—”

Geno looks up as his voice cuts out.

The man in the doorway doesn’t look like Sidney Crosby at all, at first. His hair is too long, falling in his eyes, which seem too hard. He’s wearing a plaid shirt in green, too tight across the shoulders, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, and jeans with holes in them. He really does have a baseball bat in one hand and his iPhone in the other. Geno’s seen Sid play baseball a hundred times, but it still seems wrong—if he’s going to go after intruders in his home, a hockey stick has better reach.

But it’s the beard that really gets him, surprisingly thick, dark but not particularly curly. It lends a maturity Sid has never had before, softens the sharpness of his jaw and cheekbones.

It makes him look like a lumberjack. Geno hates it.

Now is probably not the time to say so out loud.

“Geno?”

Geno swallows. “Hey, Sid. Sorry I’m just come in, but I’m hear the dogs….” He watches as Sid drops his gaze to the bed, to Sam’s pathetic form.

Sid leans the baseball bat against the wall and drops his phone. “Oh no,” he says, taking two long steps forward and kneeling on the floor by the bed. “Sam.”

“I’m find her on the floor. She make a mess, can’t get up.” Geno keeps one hand on Sam’s flank as Sid brushes noses with her, ruffling her ears. “Think she hurt her hip.”

“She’s got arthritis pretty bad,” Sid says, his voice impressively even. “Sometimes when she goes to the bathroom, her legs give out.” He kisses Sam’s nose and doesn’t look up. “I shouldn’t have left her alone.”

Geno swallows. “Not your fault, Sid. Just old. It happens.”

He presses his lips together, a gesture Geno can barely see around his facial hair. “Yeah,” he says. “I’ve got some medicine for her, just let me….”

He gets up, wiping the back of his hand over his eyes as he leaves.

Geno resists the urge to sigh. No, this isn’t what he envisioned at all.

*

“I guess I should ask if you’re staying for dinner,” Sid says when he comes back a few minutes later. The exposed skin of his face is red like it’s just been splashed with cold water and then scrubbed.

Geno starts. He didn’t think about that. He drove through town on the way here; it’s not much more than a few shops, a gas station, a school, a handful of restaurants, and a suspiciously large new athletic complex. “Yes, if is okay.” He narrows his eyes a little, knowing it’s not the time, but—“Tried to call, not get answer.”

Sid rubs a hand over his beard. “Yeah, uh. The past week has been kind of intense when it comes to people calling. I turned my ringer off.”

Sure. Geno doesn’t add that he e-mailed as well. Trying to push Sid into something now won’t be productive, and he never says anything he doesn’t mean to.

Which is exactly why his biography is drawing so much attention.

“But uh. If you’re staying?” Sid passes him a set of keys. “Can you…? I freaked out when I saw your car in the driveway and left the groceries in the car. Can you get them?”

“I’m get,” Geno agrees, taking them. “Maybe make dinner too? You stay with Sam.”

Sid nods. “Yeah. That would be great.”

Geno takes his time bringing in the groceries, which Sid has packed in reusable black cloth bags that say This bag is green! Canadian humor, he thinks with a shake of his head. The groceries are mostly meat and vegetables—chicken breasts, a pork tenderloin, steaks, salmon, green beans, broccoli, spinach. Some of it must have been intended for the freezer, but with two of them, Geno puts everything in the fridge for now.

In his opinion, most of their dinner options require the use of outdoor cooking implements. Since he’s not familiar with Sid’s kitchen, never mind his barbecue, he decides on the chicken breast.

A few minutes’ poking around reveals some spices and a bag of wild rice in the cupboard. Geno snorts to himself as he starts preparations. Nobody eats wild rice because they like it, but of course Sid still eats like he’s on a nutrition plan. Maybe he’s worried about Sasha telling him he’s getting fat too.

He’s just finished mixing the blanched broccoli with the canned tomato and garlic when Sid appears. He’s ditched the ragged jeans for sweatpants and wooly socks and rolled down the sleeves of his shirt, and his face says he needs to sleep for about a thousand years. “Hey,” he says. “Sorry for making you cook. I’m not a very good host today.”

“I’m offer,” Geno reminds him as he takes the chicken out of the oven. “You have more important things to do.”

Sid blows out a long breath. “Yeah.” He blinks a few times, too quickly. “You need any help?”

Geno rolls his eyes; as if it’s not perfectly apparent that dinner is ready. “You just in time. Find plates?”

They eat in silence, sitting across from each other at Sid’s kitchen table. Or Geno eats, at least. Sid picks at his food and keeps casting glances toward his bedroom. Geno’s surprised the younger dog hasn’t come out to beg for scraps; Sid’s always been a soft touch when it comes to puppy-dog eyes. Geno should know.

“Sorry,” he says again when he catches Geno watching him poke at his chicken. Two years in the Canadian wilderness have rounded out his vowels. “It’s really good, just….”

Geno knocks his foot under the table. “Is fine if you not hungry. Put in fridge though, you be hungry later.”

“Maybe.” He puts down his fork and pushes his plate away. “I called the vet,” he says. His voice is hoarse, and he clears his throat twice before continuing, “I’m going to bring her in tomorrow morning.”

No wonder he isn’t eating. Geno reaches across the table and puts his hand on top of Sid’s. “You want I come with?”

Sid closes his eyes. Once upon a time Geno could read him like a book, or so he thought. With the beard, he has only half as much to go on. “You don’t have to.”

“Didn’t have to make dinner either, Sid. Not the point.” But he keeps his tone gentle.

“I’m gonna be a mess,” Sid warns, his voice finally cracking.

Geno squeezes his hand once. Sid squeezes back, gaze fixed firmly on the expanse of table between them. “Then I drive.”

They spend the evening in more or less quiet companionship. Sid coaxes Sam down off the bed, and she lies on Sid’s lap on the sofa as they watch an episode from his Friends boxed set collection. Geno still thinks Friends is dumb, but he’s not going to give Sid shit for it right now.

Instead he sits on the floor with the other dog—“His name’s Brutus,” Sid says like it’s an apology; “Some of the kids in town named him”—and rubs his belly while firing off a few text messages. Taylor wants a status update. Geno finds that disturbing, but not as disturbing as the barrage of questions from Flower, only half of which he can actually read.

Eventually he gives up and turns his phone off with a sigh. He can feel Sid’s eyes boring a hole in the side of his head, but Sid doesn’t ask and Geno doesn’t offer.

The stress of the day—and, if he’s honest, a lot of leftover jet lag—catches up to him early. It’s barely eight when he yawns and leans back against the couch, his eyelids too heavy. Behind him, he hears Sid shift. “I should put fresh sheets on the guest bed.”

He should stay exactly where he is, pampering Sam. “I can do it,” Geno says, getting to his feet. “Where are sheets? Same with towels?”

Sid nods without looking up.

By the time Geno’s taken the bed apart and put the old sheets in the basket in the cupboard in the bathroom, he’s got just enough energy to take a shower. He packed in enough of a rush that he didn’t bother with toiletries beyond a razor and a toothbrush, so he avails himself of Sid’s soap and shampoo. Two years ago Geno would have sworn he’d used the same brands and scents for his entire adult life. He’s weirdly relieved that even retirement to the remote Canadian wilderness hasn’t changed that.

In his exhaustion, he forgot to bring clean clothes into the bathroom with him. It probably doesn’t matter, though. It’s not like Sid hasn’t seen him naked before. Besides, he has a towel. Sid probably won’t even look up.

So of course he almost runs into Sid in the hallway, naked, holding his balled-up clothes under one arm and keeping the towel from sliding off with the other.

Circumstances being what they are, Sid hardly seems to notice. “Hey. I’m gonna take the dogs outside for a bit. You need anything else?”

Apparently Geno needs someone to reorder his priorities for him, since his ego is feeling a little bruised right now. “No, just sleep.”

“Okay.” Sid gives him a sad approximation of a smile. “See you in the morning, then.”

Geno closes the door to the spare bedroom behind him. He pulls on a fresh pair of boxers and hangs his damp towel over the desk chair. Then he crawls into bed.

Except for the sounds of Brutus running around outside, the house is eerily silent. Geno’s not used to this kind of quiet. At his place in Moscow or home in Pittsburgh, there’s always something, even if it’s just the dim hum of a streetlamp. Out here, he feels as if the world has forgotten him. He doesn’t like it.

He could take his phone back out, listen to some quiet music. But he doesn’t bother. Instead he closes his eyes, turns onto his side, and tries to clear his mind.

It doesn’t work until he takes a deep breath through his nose.

*

Despite the early hour Geno went to bed, Sid is still up before him in the morning, sitting at the kitchen table, trying to drown himself in an uncustomary mug of coffee. “Kettle just boiled,” he says without looking up. “Tea’s on the counter.”

Evidently Sid remembers Geno doesn’t speak English until after the necessities.

He watches it steep for long minutes, inhaling the scent of bergamot, before deciding enough is enough and taking it to the table.

He sits next to Sid this time, at a ninety-degree angle, so their knees touch under the table. Sid doesn’t acknowledge him, but he leaves his knee where it is.

They slowly drink their way through their beverages. Unless Sid’s changed his habits drastically in the past two years, he usually eats a fairly decent breakfast, but he doesn’t today. Geno doesn’t push it. He finds some cereal bars in a cupboard and eats a couple, then shoves a few more in the pocket of his hoodie for when Sid inevitably gets hungry. Finally he has to ask. “What time is appointment?”

Sid clears his throat and stands, mugs in hand, and makes his way to the dishwasher. “Nine.”

It’s almost eight thirty. “We leave soon, then.”

Sid nods. “Yeah. Um, the keys are by the door. Can you unlock the truck? And I’ll….”

“Yes. Go,” Geno says gently.

The keys aren’t by the door, actually, since it was Geno and not Sid who brought the groceries in the night before. But he finds them on the kitchen counter after only a moment’s searching.

He’s glad of his hoodie when he steps outside. Magnitogorsk and Pittsburgh aren’t exactly tropical paradises, but they don’t get this cold this early. Geno wouldn’t be surprised if it frosts soon, though it’s only September.

He opens the back door of the truck when Sid comes out with Sam. She’s walking under her own power this morning, though slowly, partly, Geno thinks, because she can’t see very well, and partly because she’s obviously in pain. She takes almost a full minute to walk down the porch steps. She follows Sid across the yard happily enough but balks when she gets to the truck.

Oh no. Geno knows how this is going to go down.

Sam can’t jump into the truck, and from the sound of her whine when Sid picks her up, she doesn’t want to anyway. “Come on, girl,” Sid says with forced cheer. “You like car rides, remember?”

Sam scrabbles at the car, but she’s not strong enough to fight Sid. Sid lays her on the seat and closes the door.

Sam yelps, a pitiful, terrified sound that assaults Geno’s heart as much as his ears. He starts the engine to have something else to listen to.

Sid climbs in the backseat on the opposite side. “Okay,” he says. In the rearview mirror, Geno watches him pull Sam’s head into his lap, and the crying quiets somewhat. “Let’s go.”

Sam is still crying quietly fifteen minutes later, when Geno pulls into the parking lot. But she sticks close to Sid’s heels when they enter the veterinary hospital, pressing her nose to Sid’s hand all the while.

It doesn’t take the tech long to get them set up. Sid lifts a shivering Sam onto the table and feeds her a square of cheddar cheese from his pocket while the tech puts the shunt in. Sam’s shivering lessens as the sedative does its work, and she seems to relax almost against her will. She barely even looks up as the tech administers the drug that will stop her heart.

The tech gives them both a sad smile and says, “I’ll give you a few minutes.”

Sam licks at the fingers of Sid’s right hand as the tech leaves, and she closes her eyes. Geno thought that would be it, but her chest continues to rise and fall under Sid’s left hand, first fairly rapidly, then slower.

Then it stops.

For a few seconds, Sid’s hand continues to move. Then it stops too, and Geno hears Sid’s breath catch.

Before he can say anything, Sid turns around. Geno only catches a glimpse of his eyes, screwed up tight in pain, before Sid presses his face against Geno’s shoulder and curls his fingers into the back of Geno’s sweatshirt.

Geno’s eyes are stinging too as he enfolds Sid like a blanket, leaning their heads together as Sid trembles against him. Geno’s shoulder feels hot and moist and his throat aches and his nose is running.

A few seconds later, Sid tries to pull away. Geno’s not ready and he doesn’t think Sid is either. He tightens his grip, pulling Sid in closer.

All the tension drains from Sid’s body and he sags against Geno’s chest. Geno can hear him crying, soft, breathy sounds that hurt as much as anything else. He cries too.

Finally there’s nothing to do but make arrangements for Sam’s body and leave. They slump out of the veterinary hospital toward the truck, both still wiping their eyes, and Geno clears his throat. “You want go home?”

Sid blows out a long breath and leans against the truck with his head back. The sunlight catches the tear tracks on his face. “Not really.”

Geno doesn’t blame him. “Show me around instead? Lots to see, big town like this.” It’s weak as chirps go, but he trusts Sid to take it in the spirit he intends it.

“Hey.” Sid elbows him. Geno can tell he’s making an effort to keep his tone light. “Echo Bay is great. We have a giant loonie and everything.”

“Yes.” Geno nods seriously. “I’m see on way in. Very big. Very… loonie.”

That almost gets him a smile. “Not everywhere can be Pittsburgh or Moscow.”

“This what you like?” Geno asks, suddenly completely serious. “Small town like where you grow up, only no one know you?”

This time Sid does laugh, if you can count his little huff. “It’s still Canada,” he points out.

“That why you grow this?” Geno pokes him in the chin. “How long this take? All two years?”

“Maybe I had plugs put in,” Sid deadpans. “Anyway, do you want to take the tour or not?”

Exploring Echo Bay on foot takes less than an hour. The entire town consists of nine streets, two churches, a school, a post office, a coffee shop-slash-restaurant, a grocery store, and the athletic complex.

Sid saves that for last.

The familiar scent of the ice hits Geno as soon as Sid pulls open the door, and something in him relaxes. He can see that it works on Sid too, a little of the obvious sadness ebbing. It’s impossible not to take a deep breath, listen to the echo of steel and rubber off the boards.

Geno looks at Sid. “Not too sad for you here?”

“I did a lot of physio. I still get ice time. I can still skate. It’s just….” He shrugs.

By now Geno knows when to prompt him and when to keep his mouth shut. He waits.

After another second, Sid blows out a breath. “They told me I could go back,” he says. “Enough rehab, enough physio, and I could play another season. Maybe even a couple more.”

Geno feels gut punched. He feels betrayed, somehow, that Sid left when he didn’t have to. That Sid left him behind in Pittsburgh to try to help captain their floundering team. But it’s not just Sid who betrayed him. Geno doesn’t know what world he’s living in if Sid left hockey voluntarily. “So why?” It comes out harsher than he means it to.

Another shrug. “It was a bad enough break the first time. They said if I reinjured, I might have trouble walking without a limp, and skating like I’m used to would be out of the question.” He runs a hand through the curls at the base of his neck. “I decided I’d rather have hockey than the NHL.”

Geno’s anger fades as quickly as it came. That happens more and more these days. Maybe he’s getting soft in his old age. “Makes sense.”

Sid bumps his arm. “What about you? Why’d you, you know, hang up the skates or whatever?”

Apparently they’re getting all the heavy emotional lifting out of the way today. At this rate they’ll be crying again by lunchtime. “I’m old. Knee twice as old.”

Sid scoffs at first, then makes a commiserating face.

It’s not the whole truth, though, and Geno didn’t come all this way for half-truths. “Is not the same anymore, without you, and can’t play like I’m play before. People say I’m slow down.” He makes a face to convey exactly what he thinks of those people.

If anyone’s going to understand that, it’s Sid. “People suck.”

Geno snorts in agreement. “Yes. But they also right. Always want to go out on top of game, so. I retire.”

“Ugh,” Sid says. He leaves it at that, directing his attention to the ice, but their arms are still brushing.

“So. Who’s play?” It’s Saturday; the kids warming up look like they’re seven or so. A lot of them wipe out on a regular basis. It’s adorable.

“Local kids. Um, and I guess they’re playing one of the teams from the Sault?”

Geno frowns at that word. “Soo?” he repeats. He’s heard the name before, knows vaguely that it’s somewhere along the Ontario-Michigan border, but he didn’t see anything that looked like that on the map.

“Yeah. Sault Ste. Marie.” English is so stupid—that’s how you pronounce “sault”? “It’s a city about thirty kilometers from here.” Sid furrows his brow, not looking away from the ice. “You mean you didn’t fly in through there?”

Geno could’ve flown here? He’s going to kill Taylor. Slowly.

Except that won’t win him any points with Sid. “Drive from Toronto,” he admits. It’s probably too much to talk about what that means right now, that Geno was willing to commit to spending that kind of time in the car.

Sid shakes his head. “So it was Taylor who sold me out. I thought maybe Mario.” He looks up, finally, meeting Geno’s gaze again. His eyes are red-rimmed but clear. He licks his lips. “Why—”

“Coach!”

The shrill cry catches Sid’s attention, and he spins around just in time to be hugged around the waist by a pint-size hockey player in skates and a pink helmet.

“Oof,” Sid says, stumbling back a step against the glass. The move is exaggerated, calculated to make the kid giggle. She does. “Hi, Jenna.”

“Did you come to watch me play?” Jenna asks. Clearly she also understands about Sid and puppy-dog eyes.

“No, sorry, kiddo. I’m just showing my friend around.”

Jenna seems to notice Geno for the first time. “You’re really tall.”

“Yes,” Geno agrees. “Best for reaching top shelf.”

Sid snorts at the pun. “Shouldn’t you be on the bench? You can’t play if you’re not on the bench.”

Jenna huffs, put-upon. “I can’t play today anyway.”

“No?” Geno asks. “Why?”

With an enormous roll of her eyes, Jenna says, “Billy Waters said girls can’t play hockey. So I checked him into the boards.”

Oh shit. Geno’s going to laugh. He bites both lips to keep from smiling. He really shouldn’t encourage that kind of behavior. But—

“Jenna,” Sid scolds. Geno isn’t fooled. Maybe Sid has a beard obscuring half his face now, but he can’t hide the twitch of his lips. “What are you supposed to do when bullies say things like that?”

“He’s not a bully. He’s just a dumb boy. I’m supposed to tell the coach,” Jenna recites. Her tone of voice conveys precisely how absurd she thinks that is. “But Coach, our coach is also a dumb boy.”

“Hey,” Sid protests. “I’m a boy.”

Geno watches their exchange in fascination. He can’t believe Sid hasn’t busted out the goose laugh yet.

“You don’t count,” Jenna says. “Duh.”

“I’m flattered,” Sid says. Somehow he manages to make it come across as sincere and not sarcastic or like he is about to dissolve into giggles at any second. “But you still need to go sit on the bench. That’s part of being on the team, okay? It’s important to cheer each other on.”

Jenna makes a face. “Even Billy Waters?”

Finally Sid cracks a smile. “Maybe not Billy Waters.”

They end up staying to watch the first period, which is mostly a mad scramble of shouting parents and children falling over each other. With five minutes to go, Sid’s stomach makes a noise Geno learned to recognize years ago, and he produces the cereal bars from his hoodie.

Sid looks at them for a long few seconds before taking two, leaving the other for Geno. Apparently he doesn’t like dried blueberries. “I’m a functional adult most of the time, you know.”

“Adults need help sometimes,” Geno reminds him. “Even hockey superstars.”

At first intermission they wave good-bye to the kids and step back outside. Geno can tell by the way Sid keeps looking at his watch that he’s thinking about getting home to Brutus. Geno has the feeling Sid doesn’t stay out for very long at a time.

“Jenna call you Coach,” he says as they meander back to the grocery store. Sid hasn’t offered and Geno hasn’t asked, but they both know he’ll be around for a while.

“Yeah.” Sid ducks his head as they enter. “I needed something to keep me busy that first year, and old Mrs. Raintree broke her ankle for the third time, so I guess she was ready to throw in the towel. Plus, I like kids.”

Geno almost laughs out loud. As if he could have forgotten that. “Try to adopt whole team? What do their parents say?”

“I’m not going to steal a child,” Sid protests. “Much less twenty of them, okay, even I’m not that crazy.”

But Geno has seen Sid with children, and is not convinced. “Practicing?”

Yeah, he’s definitely onto something with that. Sid flushes and grabs a basket. “Maybe.”

Geno smiles. “Good.” This is one thing, at least, that he and Sid have always been on the same page about. It’s just a matter of deciding whether they’re in the same book.

For a moment he debates telling Sid his news, that he’s been pursuing adoption since he retired. But it doesn’t feel like the right time. There are other important conversations to have first, and anyway, the dairy aisle isn’t really the place.

Sid goes automatically to the passenger side when they arrive back at the truck, so Geno doesn’t bother asking if he wants to drive. Fifteen minutes later, they pull up in front of the house and Geno puts the truck in park.

Sid stares at the front door, his face a rictus of unhappiness.

“You want to go first or last?” Geno finally asks.

Sid looks down, then up, then catches Geno’s gaze. “I…,” he says. “Together?”

Geno takes the groceries. There aren’t that many, and he wants Sid to have his hands free to deal with Brutus.

As soon as he closes the truck door, Brutus starts barking. It’s nothing like the panicked, frantic sound of yesterday, more of a welcome. Geno can hear the click of his nails on the floor and figures he’s jumping a little in his excitement.

He stops jumping when they come inside without Sam. Instead he paces back and forth in front of the door a few times, nosing at Sid, pressing his face to the window. The wag of his tail slows and then stops.

Geno puts away the groceries to offer Sid some privacy.

After lunch they take Brutus out for a run. Both of them need the exercise; Geno hates running, but after being cramped in a car for so long yesterday, and too many hours spent on planes before that, it feels good. Sid throws his heart into it the way he does with everything—maybe too much, though, by the way he winces when they make it back to the porch.

Geno tsks and kneels to take a closer look at his ankle. Sure enough, it’s swelling a little, hot to the touch. “Stupid,” he chides when Sid hisses. “Go shower, I’m get ice.”

Sid doesn’t move right away. He’s making a pissy little face too, like he wants to argue about it.

“What?” Geno says.

“You’re such a bully,” Sid finally huffs.

Geno rolls his eyes as he stands. “You like.” He punctuates the statement with a swat at Sid’s still ample posterior. “Now shower.”

Sid might be a terrible patient, but at the end of the day, he’s a frequent patient, so he doesn’t grumble overmuch. Geno pushes him down on the couch and props his foot up with a couple of pillows, supervises the ingestion of anti-inflammatories, applies the ice pack, and leaves him watching Friends and rehydrating with Gatorade while Geno showers.

He’s passed out with Brutus on the floor beside him by the time Geno gets out a few minutes later.

*


  Chapter 17: From Penguin to Phoenix



  The 2014 playoffs against New York were a disaster. I was hurt, Duper was still out, Geno had only just gotten his feet back under him, and we fell apart. It wasn’t any one person’s fault. It just happened. It wasn’t the first time, and it wouldn’t be the last.



  Not for all of us, at least.



  The fallout of that season’s playoffs was a huge change in the office, in coaching, and in the team. Ray was gone. Dan too. Nealer, Brooksie, Nisky—basically 40 percent of our team, all gone. Some of it I knew about. Some of it came as a surprise. While I didn’t necessarily agree with all the changes, I have to admit that we needed them.



  Wait. Let’s try that again. I was pissed. I was angry at myself for not playing my best, and I was angry at Mario for saying Ray and Dan needed to go. It was absolutely unfair of me. Mario made a business decision, not an emotional one, and I knew that. I also knew his decision was the right one. But in case you haven’t noticed, I’m not great with change. 



  So not only was I angry with Mario, a man I respect and admire and love like family, I also felt guilty for my part in Ray and Dan leaving. If I’d played better, they would still have their jobs. 



  Suffice it to say I did a lot of pushups that summer.



  Then training camp happened and, well. I got excited. 



  Apparently change can be good.


*

The next day, Geno wakes early—for him—to the sound of water running in the room next door. For a few minutes he’s content to lie on his back and stare at the ceiling, idly wondering if Sid jerks off in the shower. He has to truncate that train of thought fairly quickly, though, since the cottage only has one bathroom. Geno will save making a scene with his dick for his last-ditch attempt at romance, thanks.

So he gets up, puts on a shirt and a pair of jeans, and helps himself to the contents of Sid’s refrigerator. If Sid’s up early, he’s planning on some kind of physical activity, so Geno makes toast and poaches some eggs to go along with it. Sid’s just stepping out of the bathroom, toweling off his hair, when Geno sets breakfast out on two plates.

“Morning,” Geno says. He’s only halfway through his tea; Sid won’t expect more than that.

Sid smiles wanly. “Hey. You’re up. And you cooked! Again.” Geno waves him to sit down, and he does. “I’m a shitty host.”

“No, just good pet owner,” Geno corrects. They sit beside each other again, knees touching under the table. “What you do up so early?”

“Coaching,” Sid says ruefully, slicing open one of his eggs. “If you pick the Sunday morning practice slot, no one asks why you aren’t in church.”

Geno barks a laugh. Sidney Crosby, skipping out on church. “You need help? I’m come with?”

“Yeah? You want to?”

Geno looks at him.

This time Sid laughs too. “Okay, stupid question. We need to leave in about half an hour, then. You might want to drink some coffee. The kids can be a little enthusiastic, and I know what you’re like in the morning.”

“Best at mornings, Sid,” Geno tells him, trying to remember if he packed his skates.

Sid rolls his eyes. “Uh-huh.”

Sid takes Brutus for a quick walk while Geno showers, and then they pile back in the truck for the ride to the arena. Sid drives this time, so Geno’s free to concentrate on inhaling as much milky, sugary caffeine as he can.

Sid was right: he needs it.

Riding herd on twenty-odd five-year-olds is a job best suited, Geno thinks, to seven or eight adults with infinite levels of patience. He doesn’t know how kindergarten teachers manage. The minute Sid arrives with a friend in tow, the kids erupt in gossip, and they only quiet again when Sid tells them they won’t be setting foot on the ice until he’s done giving instructions.

He has obviously had a lot of practice, because he’s as competent at this as he was captaining the Penguins. His assistant coach barely has to lift a finger. Geno finds himself fighting off a really inappropriate boner.

After a few more minutes of kid-wrangling, they all file onto the ice. Sid lent Geno one of his sticks, which doesn’t have enough curve and is shorter than he’d like, but beggars can’t be choosers, and he’s here for the kids, not for himself. Still, he can’t help but show off a little, flipping the puck up on his stick before passing it to the next kid in line, skating over to Sid just to give him a snow job.

He probably shouldn’t have done it while Sid was helping one of the kids remember to hold a stick properly, though. Sid sends him to the penalty box.

Geno pretends to be upset about it, gesticulating wildly and yelling that it’s a bad call and Sid’s a terrible ref, but he’s not even fooling the kids, who giggle at him and point and wave.

Sid gives him an extra two minutes for unsportsmanlike conduct. It’s great.

After that, though, he gets serious: tying skates, correcting stances, offering pointers, going over crossovers.

With ten minutes left in the practice, the kids play a scrum. Geno stands behind the bench beside Sid, idly flipping through his phone. When an e-mail from his lawyer comes in, he doesn’t even think twice about thumbing it open.

He thinks, as he puts his phone away again and tries to concentrate on the ice, that he should have waited.

He isn’t even sure exactly what he feels, but he knows it doesn’t have a place here. Not with everything else that’s happening.

He can think about this later.

Sid nudges his shoulder. “Hey, what do you think—move 82 to the first line this week?”

Geno tries to pay attention. “Five-year-olds have first line?”

Sid flushes guiltily.

Geno guesses they do on this team.

After practice they go down the street to the coffee shop, where Sid allows himself the luxury of a single cookie and a bottle of water. Geno orders tea, fully expecting it to be the terrible North American standard cardboard flavor, but the woman at the counter brings out a little glass teapot with loose leaves and a built-in strainer. It looks a little ridiculous in Geno’s hands, but he isn’t complaining.

They sit quietly for what feels like a long time, though Geno’s tea doesn’t even have time to get cold. He thinks about the e-mail he got and wonders how he’s supposed to talk to Sid about things now, when he feels so raw. He wonders if Sid is thinking about Sam.

When he’s pouring his last cup of tea, Sid looks up from the cookie crumbs he’s been pushing around on his plate and says, “Did you read my book?”

Geno starts, spilling a few dribbles on the tabletop. All his words desert him. The teapot clatters when he sets it back on its saucer.

“Is that why you came?” Sid continues, not looking up. “If you’re mad—”

“I read it,” Geno interrupts before Sid can go on the kind of tangent that will force him to lay all his cards on the table. “I call, I e-mail. You are one who not answer. Why I’m mad?”

Sid’s shoulders slump. Whatever else is going on in his head, he obviously doesn’t question Geno’s answer. “Okay. I just—I wondered.”

Frankly, it’s a little ridiculous. Geno thinks at this point that half the league knows how he feels about Sid. He tried to keep it a secret, but, well. All his life, people have told him he wears his heart on his sleeve. “Could have read e-mails if you wondered,” he points out.

Sid continues to fidget with his crumbs. “I didn’t want to read it and find out….”

That’s stupid. “Didn’t come from Russia because I’m mad, Sid.”

Sid flushes—or the part of his face not covered by his terrible beard does, at least—obviously pleased, and finally looks up from his plate. Even with the facial hair, his smile devastates Geno. “Okay,” he repeats. “That’s good.”

He looks like he’s about to say more, and Geno can’t have the conversation they need to have yet. Not after this morning. “Should talk, probably.” His tea is cold by now; he doesn’t bother reaching for the cup. “But maybe need a few days first.”

“Yeah, of course.” He doesn’t look noticeably less happy or eager than he did a few seconds ago.

Geno has the feeling not rushing into things is going to be difficult. At least the beard is on his side.

*

When they get home, Brutus is lying in the spot in front of the couch where they left him that morning. He looks like he hasn’t moved. Sid takes one look at him and all his energy leeches out. “Me too, buddy.”

“Maybe he need a friend, Sid,” Geno suggests. It makes sense. Brutus isn’t used to being left alone.

Sid sighs, rubbing Brutus’s ears. Brutus rewards him with a halfhearted kiss. “Probably,” he admits. “I just don’t know if I’m ready.”

“You have Sam long time. Is okay to be sad.”

Geno offers to make lunch again, but Sid winces. “How about you take this guy outside and throw the ball for him a little? I think it’s my turn to feed you.”

Brutus perks up a little outside, but even though Geno doesn’t know him, he can tell he’s not as happy as he should be. He doesn’t chase the ball fast enough, doesn’t try to play keep-away with it when he brings it back. After five minutes or so, he apparently tires of the game completely. Geno wipes his slobbery hand on his pants and watches him sniff around, poking his nose in what Geno supposes might be Sam’s usual haunts: a spot under the porch where the fencing has a hole in it, the large doghouse by the pond, the grass beside Sid’s car. Geno can practically feel his resignation as his ears and tail droop.

Seeing that, Geno feels the stress of the day rushing back, and he drops hard to sit on the porch steps, his eyes stinging. At first he thinks he can breathe through it. After all, the news is no more devastating now than it was a few hours ago.

But he was wrong. Maybe it’s that it has had time to settle in. Maybe it’s that Sid isn’t watching. Maybe it’s Brutus with his big sad eyes, whining with his head on Geno’s knee.

In the end it doesn’t really matter what it is that finally does it. Geno leans his elbows on his knees, covers his face with his hands, and lets the disappointment wash over him.

It’s not like losing the Cup. In 2008, he knew they’d be back. They’d have another chance. The dream lived on.

This is final, crushing. It’s retirement, only worse. It’s the end of the dream he allowed himself to have when he realized he’d never have Sid.

His mother will be heartbroken.

He doesn’t know how he’s going to tell Sid. He’ll have to; Geno’s not a good enough actor to pretend everything is okay for the next few days. But whatever he says has a fifty-fifty chance of making Sid feel like shit for something he couldn’t control or making him think Geno is angry at him.

It would help if Geno weren’t angry at him, at least a little, a stupid, irrational anger he hates himself for. If Sid hadn’t written the book, Geno wouldn’t have gotten on a plane. And then who knows? Maybe he never would have gotten a chance with Sid at all.

It’s a different dream, he tells himself. That’s all.

Twenty minutes later he feels composed enough to head back inside. Brutus follows close at his heel but stops just inside the door and wanders over to the window, where he sits, looking out, like he’s waiting for Sam to come home.

In the kitchen, Sid is doing—something. He looks up with an inscrutable expression when Geno comes in, but if he notices something off with Geno—red eyes, uncharacteristic moodiness—he keeps it to himself.

Geno can’t tell immediately what he’s making; it smells familiar and foreign at the same time. But whatever it is, it’s making his mouth water. “What’s this?” he asks, leaning over Sid’s shoulder to peer into the pan.

“Sweet potato latkes.” He lifts one to check it, then stirs a pot on another burner—applesauce.

Despite Geno’s mood, his stomach growls, and he makes a concerted effort to act normally. “This on diet plan?” His tone is almost as light as he intends it.

Sid elbows him, too softly to be mean. So he has noticed. “We’re having a cheat day. Go get the plates.”

Geno used to think there was something wrong with him, that Sid bossing him around always made him feel better. Now it’s just a comforting sign that some things never change.

Years of experience have taught Geno not to expect much when it comes to Sid’s culinary efforts. This, though—even though the mere idea of sweet potato latkes offends him on a patriotic level—“This really good,” he admits. It comes out sounding unflatteringly surprised.

Sid gives him a look. “Is that why you’ve been feeding me since you got here? Because you thought I couldn’t cook?”

In fairness, when Sid was living in Pittsburgh, he definitely couldn’t cook. At least not like this. “I’m cook because you busy,” Geno defends himself. Then, when Sid doesn’t lower his skeptical eyebrow, he adds, “Also because last time I taste your food, I wonder if you hit head so hard you forget what salt is.”

Sid kicks his ankle gently. “Hey. But uh, well, you’re not wrong, I guess. When I was doing physio, I could stand comfortably for just about forty-five minutes.” He shrugs. “I cooked along with Rachel Ray.”

“Should send her flowers.” Geno pokes his tongue out. But only for a minute. His delicious latkes are getting cold.

*


  Like any year, 2014 had its challenges. 



  First was Olli. Just twenty years old and diagnosed with a cancerous tumor. And yet he kept playing until his surgery, and he came back quicker than anyone ever predicted, and more determined—only to reinjure his shoulder and miss the rest of the season.



  Then there was Duper. Losing him to blood thinners for the second time in less than a year sent us into a spin. But we were really lucky that our staff was so understanding. Mike knew we needed Duper around, whether he was on the ice or not. It wasn’t the same, but it helped. We wanted him to be safe, to be healthy. Feeling like we’d come so close to losing him for good made all of us take a step back and think about our priorities. 



  Duper had it right. He made sure his family came first. But he never left the team hanging either. We had more get-togethers and games nights and dinner parties that winter than we’d had in the past three. Guys like Horny and Steve, who were new to the team, folded in with us more quickly than I thought possible. It can be easy to get chippy with guys you’ve played against before, if there’s bad blood there, when your team hits a rough patch. That didn’t happen with us, and a lot of it is because we were all too busy worrying about Olli and Duper.



  Also, Steve cheats at cards.


*

The next two days pass mostly without incident. Geno calls his mother. She cries, and he does too, but not as much as he thought he would. Brutus mopes; Sid and Geno go for runs or work out in the garage. They don’t talk about anything important, even though Geno knows they’re both aware of the conversation looming like a specter over both of them. It’s—easy. Normal.

Tuesday night—really Wednesday early—Geno awakes to whining and can’t get back to sleep. He follows the sound into the living room, where Brutus is nosing against the window forlornly.

Geno sighs and bends at the waist to pet him behind the ears. “Crying about it won’t bring him back,” he says in Russian.

Brutus mouths at his fingers.

Geno sighs. “Come, then, don’t sit out here whining. You’ll wake Sid.” Probably not, actually; he assumes Sid still sleeps like a rock, but Geno is a sucker and he doesn’t want to leave the dog alone. It’s not his fault he’s lonely.

The bed isn’t really big enough for both of them; they’re both sort of large for their size, and the mattress was a tight fit for Geno alone. But they make it work, Geno pressed against the wall, Brutus curled in a C at his feet.

He wakes up on Wednesday morning to his phone ringing and answers more by muscle memory than anything else. “What.”

“Wow, retirement didn’t do anything for your disposition,” an altogether too cheerful voice chirps at him.

Geno wipes a hand over his face and tries to make his brain work in English. “Sunshine?”

“In the flesh! Well, okay, not really.”

When he doesn’t offer anything else, Geno says, “Why you call so early?”

“Early? Come on, I’m up in Pittsburgh, it’s gotta be afternoon in Russia.”

“Not in Russia,” Geno says shortly. He thought Flower would have ratted him out by now, but apparently his romantic heart has made him soft.

“Oh.” There’s a beat. Then Beau goes on, apparently undeterred, “Well, whatever, this is important, okay? It’s not every day Ovechkin calls me up to say you need looking after.”

For the millionth time, Geno laments the existence of the secret underground Russian rumor mill. “Not your job anymore. I’m retired.” Also, being captained by Beau was always a little weird, mostly because he still looks like he’s twelve.

“Whatever, I guess the captaining thing is kind of permanent. Sorry, you’re officially always my problem. Anyway, if you’re not in Russia, where are you?”

Geno sighs. He’s not getting rid of Beau until he’s satisfied; that much is clear. “Crazy shack in Canadian wilderness. Mosquitos size of hockey pucks.”

“Why would you—” Beau stops midsentence, and then there’s an almighty crash and a lot of distant swearing. “Sorry, sorry, I dropped my phone. Are you with Sid? Like, are the two of you finally making up?”

That makes Geno frown a little and sit up in bed. At his feet, Brutus grumbles and rolls onto his side to take up exponentially more space. “Why we make up? We’re not fight.”

“Make up, get back together.” Geno can practically see Beau waving his hand. “Whatever.”

Maybe Geno’s not really awake after all. Beau can’t have just said what Geno thinks he heard. “Back together?”

“Yeah! I know it must’ve been hard, when Sid retired, I sort of figured he left because he couldn’t watch you play hockey without being jealous, you know? I get where he was coming from, but that’s a shitty way to end a relationship. It’s good that you’re giving it another shot.”

“Relationship,” Geno repeats.

“Uh, yeah. Was I… was I not supposed to know? I thought everyone knew and we just, like, didn’t talk about it because Sid’s a special snowflake or whatever.”

Special snowflake, Geno mouths to himself, incredulous. He clears his throat. “Sunshine. How long you think… how long you think we together?”

“You want me to guess? I always figured it was right around the time Duper had that clot in his lung, you and Sid leaned on each other a lot. It’s good, you know? Someone should be there for you assholes.”

Geno tries to make words come out of his mouth to no avail. Finally he has to abandon the topic and say, “Sunshine. You read Sid’s book yet?”

Immediately Beau’s voice goes shifty. “I mean, I bought a copy,” he says. “It’s on my TBR list, I swear. But that new George R.R. Martin book just came out—”

Finally, finally Geno just has to laugh, or he’s going to cry again. “Okay, Sunshine. Stop. Me and Sid, we’re never together.”

Another long silence. “You’re shitting me.”

“No shit,” Geno assures him. “Truth. I’m want to, but I think—never see Sid with anybody like that. Never think he want me.”

“Seriously? Man, half the reason I thought that season with Duper—that’s when I stopped catching Sid picking up!”

What. “What?”

“Yeah! Did no one else seriously notice? Oh man, he is smooth. I wonder if he can teach me.”

Geno snorts. “Too late for you, already married with three babies.” He’s not jealous. He’s not.

“Yeah,” Beau says, sounding nothing but fond. “My life is the best. Anyway, stop changing the subject. You said you thought Sid wasn’t interested, and also that he never picked up. Clearly neither of those things is true, and now you’re visiting him in the wilds of Canada or whatever. What gives? Why the crisis?” He pauses. “Please tell me you don’t need seduction tips, because I never need to imagine that scenario ever.”

No way can Geno let that pass unremarked. “Fuck you, Sunshine, you wish your game as good as mine.”

“I really can’t tell you how much I do not.” Ugh, he’s so smug. “But seriously. You’re finally working it out, I guess, and that’s great. I mean, I thought you had it together years ago, but that’s whatever. I’m really happy for you guys. So what’s the problem?”

Geno sighs and stares at the ceiling. “Not really to do with Sid. But also can’t talk to you until I talk to him. He’s waiting longer.”

“I’ll say,” Beau mutters. “All right, good talk, I guess. I better go, I promised I’d take Emma to preschool. Call me if anything changes.”

Geno will do no such thing. “Bye, Sunshine.” He hangs up.

Sid sits at the kitchen table, frowning at his iPad, two steaming mugs on the table in front of him. Geno surveys the breakfast situation and puts a few slices of bread in the toaster before sitting down. Brutus trails after him, nails clicking on the wood, and plops down at their feet.

“Gentleman caller last night, huh?” Sid says, looking up with a soft, vague morning smile.

“I’m tell you, he’s lonely,” Geno says, scratching behind the dog’s ears. “He’s crying at the window. Needs a friend, Sid.”

Sid puts down his iPad and leans down to pet Brutus instead. “I know, I just, I’m not ready to get another dog. You know?”

“Not have to be a dog,” Geno points out. “Cats good, independent, know when to leave you alone.”

Brutus heaves a sigh and rolls onto his side so Sid can scratch his belly. Geno gets up to get his toast. “I just don’t think I’m a cat person.”

Privately Geno thinks Sid is the epitome of a cat person: prickly, private, particular about the circumstances under which he’ll allow affection. But Sid has spent years convincing himself and everyone else that he’s a dog person, and Geno’s not about to change his mind in one day. “Rabbit?” he suggests, reaching for the peanut butter. He puts it back when he sees it’s almost gone and there isn’t another jar, takes out the jam instead. “Bird? What’s word—ferret?”

“Anyway,” Sid continues, ignoring Geno’s perfectly valid suggestions, “I guess we could take him with us to the game tonight. He’s never been to the rink, but he’ll probably like it. There won’t be room behind the bench, but you could keep him in the stands.”

The idea of taking care of the dog appeals. The idea of spending the evening with bright, laughing, ebullient children does not. Geno hates that it doesn’t. “Maybe we stay home together,” he suggests instead. He wishes he’d just eaten the peanut butter. He wishes he hadn’t already sat down beside Sid, that his tea wasn’t there, because now it’ll be awkward if he doesn’t sit back down.

He does, without looking up. He can still feel Sid’s eyes boring into him. “You don’t want to go to the kids’ hockey game,” Sid repeats.

Geno huffs. He’s licked his wounds for long enough. Time to come clean. “Get message from my lawyer on Sunday,” he says. “Before, in Russia, I’m start—apply to adopt. Before I leave, they say, ‘Almost ready, just waiting on background check.’ My lawyer say for me, is formality. Maybe is not right to get special treatment, but I’m not going to argue.”

He takes a deep breath.

Sid must know where this is going by now, because he looks as haggard over it as Geno feels. “G….”

“Not know what make them change their mind. Could be anything—maybe want bribe, maybe I’m piss somebody off.”

Sid stares into his coffee cup. “But you don’t think that’s what it was.”

“Lawyer doesn’t think so either,” Geno says, picking at his toast. “Says maybe they’re check my credit cards, do I make any weird purchases? I think no. But. I buy copy of your book, Sid, and then two days later I buy ticket to Pittsburgh. Same card.”

Under the terrible beard, Sid goes white, then green, but at least he’s finally meeting Geno’s eyes. “You don’t think they think….”

Geno huffs impatiently. “Think what? The truth? You know how many people call me when book comes out, Sid? How many people say, ‘Hey, Zhenya, you know about Sid?’ You know why they do that?”

Sid licks his lips.

“Because everybody know about me, Sid.” The admission exhausts him. “Everybody except you.”

Sid breaks his gaze. “You never said anything.”

Geno fights the urge to roll his eyes. “Yes. I’m wonder why. What’s best thing that happens? Maybe you”—maybe you love me back—“feel the same and, what? We spend next four years always looking over shoulders? Can’t come out, not with Russia way it is. Or maybe we decide, do nothing. Wait. Wait until we too old for anyone to care. Maybe then we not care anymore either.” He doesn’t even know if he’s talking about their public image or each other.

It’s better that it happened now. He knows that. If he’d adopted kids and then found out about Sid—well, Russian adoptions take years to become final. If he had tried to have everything, tried for a relationship with Sid after adopting, he could have lost it all. If he hadn’t, he would have spent his life wondering what if. Better to face the loss of the dream now.

“But I’m have no reason to hope for best, Sid. I played with you thirteen years, you never have a girlfriend, never have a boyfriend. Why I’m tell you and make you uncomfortable? Is stupid.”

“I don’t—” Sid scratches his beard. “It’s complicated.”

Geno covers his face for a helpless, slightly bitter laugh. Now there’s an understatement. “Sid.”

Sid kicks his chair. “Shut up, okay? I’m serious. I don’t… date much.”

This time Geno manages to keep a straight face, mostly because that doesn’t sound like never. “When?” he says helplessly.

He huffs. “It was before I met you.”

Before—Jesus Christ. Sid’s last relationship was, what, fifteen years ago?

Geno’s shock must show on his face, because Sid shrugs. The tips of his ears are red. “It’s… I don’t… have romantic feelings for people… easily. It takes a long time for me to want that, and it’s pretty rare. Attraction, sure, but.”

Now Geno’s thinking about it. Who could Sid even have known long enough, at that point in his life, to have had a romantic relationship with someone? Who—

“Don’t,” Sid says. He doesn’t seem embarrassed, just firm. “I’m perfectly capable of staying friends with my exes. Well, ex, I guess.”

Jack motherfucking Johnson, though? Really?

“Geno,” Sid prompts in obvious exasperation.

Finally Geno shakes it off. This isn’t about that anyway. Still, he can’t resist the urge to clarify—“Sunshine say he catch you hooking up.”

“Sunshine is a bigger busybody than Flower,” Sid says, rolling his eyes.

“Yes,” Geno agrees. “Makes him good captain.”

Sid hasn’t bothered denying it, though, which—it wouldn’t have been a deal-breaker if he never wanted to have sex, but Geno won’t lie and say he’s disappointed that’s not the case. And honestly, he likes the idea that at least one of them will know what he’s doing in bed with another man.

“We haven’t even seen each other in two years,” Sid says out of nowhere. His suddenly sharp gaze makes Geno feel like a bug under a microscope. “But you still…?”

Yes, Geno wants to say. Of course, yes, always. But it’s not fair. He won’t say it until he’s sure, no matter that he knows in his heart it’s the answer Sid wants to hear. “Don’t know, Sid. Not the same guys as we are back then. Don’t know if we fit the same. Why I’m here, to find out.” It occurs to him he should probably ask Sid the same question. “You?”

Sid shrugs again. If Geno’s answer surprises or disappoints him, he doesn’t show it. “Two years really isn’t all that long for me, in the grand scheme of things. But don’t feel….” He starts again. “I’m happy here. I know you probably think that’s weird, but it’s true. Just… I want you to understand.”

I don’t need rescuing, in other words. Breaking his heart won’t ruin his life. Geno doesn’t know what to say to that or even how to feel, if he should be hurt or relieved. Truthfully he’s a little of both.

“Okay,” he says.

“Okay,” Sid echoes. “Now I think we should take Brutus for a run, and then you should shower.”

Oh good. The captain is back. “Big plans before game?”

Sid nods. “We have to hit the grocery store again. We’re almost out of peanut butter.”

Damn it. Geno looks wistfully at his jam toast.

Sid rolls his eyes. “Just go make some more, jeez. But be prepared to work when we get back. I want to try something.”

*


  The first time I hosted American Thanksgiving, in November of 2014, was appalling. Foolishly, I invited everyone I knew in Pittsburgh, plus my sister, who had a few days off from school in Boston. I think I peeled potatoes for two hours. 



  The butcher must have rushed through the order, because some of the internal organs were still attached and Taylor and I took turns pulling them out. Following Nathalie’s instructions for how to apply bacon to a turkey to keep it moist almost gave me a heart attack. I had to take the stupid bird out three times and perform various rites of turkey bondage with Taylor laughing at me because the drumsticks kept touching the element.



  And then I accidentally put the oven on convection and there weren’t any drippings to make gravy. I vowed then and there that I would never bother trying to cook for anyone else again.



  That’s a promise I didn’t quite manage to keep.


*

As it turns out, Sid wants to make pelmeni.

Sid. Wants to make pelmeni.

Geno doesn’t even know what to do with that information. He decides to just be thankful Sid has a stand mixer. Too bad he doesn’t have a pelmeni mold too. “You gonna be too tired to coach tonight,” he warns as he directs Sid to crack a couple of eggs in the bowl.

“I was a professional hockey player,” Sid says with a roll of his eyes, hip-checking Geno against the cupboard so he can get to the sour cream. Underfoot, Brutus scrambles back to avoid having his toes stepped on. Apparently all it takes to get him out of his funk is a scenario where he can be a nuisance, Geno thinks fondly. “I’m sure I can handle it.”

Geno is sure Sid’s going to be singing another tune when he comes home tonight, but he’ll hold on to his I-told-you-so. “Buttermilk next,” he says, measuring out the salt.

“Are you sure you don’t need to check a recipe?”

Geno and his mother made pelmeni so many times when he was growing up, he could probably make it in his sleep. “Yes. Stop nagging.”

Probably sensing Geno’s slight of his owner, Brutus steps on his foot.

“I am not nagging,” Sid says, indignant, and then Brutus knocks into him instead, and he elbows the carton of eggs off the counter onto the floor.

Geno tries and fails to hide a snicker. There’s raw egg spattered everywhere: over Sid’s terrible yellow house Crocs, up the sides of the cupboards, on Geno’s bare feet, on their pant legs.

Sid meets his eyes as if daring him to say anything. Geno smirks. “Maybe we put Brutus outside for little bit.”

For a second Sid looks like he wants to argue, and Geno doesn’t blame him. This is the most animated Brutus has been all week. But he’s already tracking egg yolk all over the kitchen floor, so Sid finally nods ruefully. “Yeah, okay. But just for a little bit.”

Sid’s house doesn’t have a dog run or a fenced-in area, but Brutus isn’t the wandering-off type according to Sid, so Geno doesn’t feel bad putting him outside with a bowl of water and a rawhide bone he sneaked into the cart when Sid was pretending to look the other way.

Wiping egg off an unfinished hardwood floor is a pain in the ass, which is probably why Sid makes Geno do it while instructing him on how to finish the dough. “How many cups of flour?”

“Seven,” Geno repeats, scowling. He’s the one with bad knees; Sid should be doing cleanup. On the other hand, the view is nice. He reaches up and wipes at an invisible spatter high on the back of Sid’s thigh.

Sid yelps.

“Don’t want get egg on furniture,” Geno says, projecting innocence.

Sid laughs at him. “Yeah, you’re just looking out for the furniture, I’m sure. I’ll remember that later.”

That shuts Geno up pretty effectively.

Unfortunately that still leaves two hours of pelmeni making. They check on Brutus every half an hour or so, but he seems pretty content to wander around the yard, circle the duck pond, just making the rounds. It no longer seems like he’s looking for Sam, at least. Geno mostly puts the dog out of his mind as they roll out the dough and start stuffing.

By the time they’re halfway through, Sid has his shirtsleeves rolled up and dough smeared haphazardly up to his elbows. There’s flour in his beard and one of his eyebrows and he looks exhausted. “Jesus Christ.”

“I’m tell you is a lot of work,” Geno says. The words have never tasted so sweet.

“You didn’t tell me the recipe made enough to feed an army!”

“Is too much work to make only for one meal!”

Sid attempts to close his pelmeni, but he spread the dough too thin and the filling pops through a hole. “Oh for—” He makes a noise of inarticulate rage and flings the ruined ball at Geno’s chest.

Geno is still staring at him in speechless glee when Sid puts his face in his hands and starts giggling. “Oh my God, I can’t believe I did that.”

“You want start food fight?” Geno suggests, poking out his tongue. “Be careful, I’m best.”

“Oh my God,” Sid says again, giggle-snorting. Geno forgot how awful his laugh was, and how much he loved it. “Mercy. For the sake of my kitchen.”

“Like for sake of furniture?” Geno teases.

“Oh, shut up.”

It doesn’t take a genius to see that Sid needs a nap and a shower before the game tonight, so Geno ushers him off in the direction of the bathroom a few minutes later. Honestly, making the rest of the pelmeni will go faster without Sid to distract him.

He finishes while Sid’s still napping and has most of the kitchen clean by the time Brutus catches his attention at the back door. He’s waiting patiently, smiling a big, dopey doggy smile.

Sitting primly next to him is a skinny black kitten with green eyes.

“You gonna give Sid a heart attack,” Geno admonishes as he lets Brutus inside. The kitten tries to follow, and only Geno’s sense of self-preservation allows him to close the door before she can squeeze through the gap. He vows to make it up to her by feeding her the first pelmeni once it’s cooked through.

Brutus just looks pleased with himself. He settles next to the door, pressing his nose up against the glass. On the other side, the kitten paws at him.

Maybe Geno can dye her fur or something? No, that’s animal cruelty. What about shaving? Probably worse, especially given Canadian winters this far north. Maybe if he just puts her in a pink sweater? She’d look cute in pink.

She looks up at him with wide green eyes and meows so loudly he can hear it through the glass.

Damn it. He’s such a sucker.

By the time Sid gets up, the kitten is on the wrong side of the door, sitting at Sid’s spot on the kitchen table, eating pelmeni out of one of Brutus’s dishes. At first Geno doesn’t hear Sid come in, too busy watching the rest of the pelmeni finish cooking.

Then he hears, in a voice that makes him freeze guiltily with one hand on the slotted spoon, “I hope I’m still sleeping.”

This is that moment in every sitcom ever where the idiot husband turns around and says, I can explain. Geno’s not going to do that. He is so not the idiot husband in this scenario.

“Hi, Sid,” he says, too brightly. “Sleep good?”

Sid glares at him, but it might be a little soft. Geno can’t tell if it’s weakness or just leftover sleepiness. “Don’t change the subject. What is that?”

“Pelmeni,” Geno says. “Taste test. So far is good.”

Sid narrows his eyes further. Geno wishes his beard weren’t so thick so he could see if that really is the hint of a smile at the corner of his mouth or if it’s just wishful thinking on Geno’s part. “Obviously I mean the thing eating the pelmeni.”

“Not a thing, Sid. Is Clio.” He pulls the name from thin air. Rule number one in not getting attached to animals is don’t give them a name, so he breaks it immediately. “Brutus find her outside. They friends.”

As if on cue, Brutus sits up from his place on the floor by Sid’s chair, wagging his tail. Clio finishes her last bite of pelmeni and hops down to the seat of the chair so she can touch noses with him.

If Sid can resist that level of cute, there’s probably no hope for Clio or Geno.

Sid sighs, but he doesn’t sound as put-upon as he could. “Et tu, Bruté?”

Geno resists the urge to fist pump and turns back to the pelmeni. They’re finished cooking, so he drains them, lets them dry a minute, and then puts them in a hot pan with some butter to give them a nice sear. He needs to plan his next move carefully. “Not have to be inside cat,” he says neutrally. Not yet anyway, and if he knows Sid, Clio will grow on him long before it becomes a problem, unlucky black coat or not. “Can feed outside. But nice to have friend for Brutus.”

He plates the pelmeni and turns to find Sid watching him with a wry twist to his mouth. “I know what you’re doing.”

“Me?” Geno puts the plates on the table, shooing Clio down from the chair. “I’m serve dinner.”

Sid doesn’t bother with a rebuttal. That might be because he’s eating, though. He spears a dumpling, looks at it in consideration, and then dips it in a tiny bowl of vinegar before popping it in his mouth.

If Geno carefully files away the sound he makes and the way his eyes close and he tips his head back, well. Surely no one would blame him. “I can’t believe you wasted one of these on a cat.”

Geno snorts. “Two hundred more in freezer, Sid.” But it’s a good sign. Sid’s in a good mood, and the pelmeni are almost as delicious as his mother’s. “Besides, not just any cat. Best cat.”

Sid spares a glance at the floor, and Geno follows his gaze. Brutus and Clio are drinking from the same water dish. She’s approximately the same size as his head. When she finishes, she cleans her paws, cleans her face, then bats at Brutus until he submits to her washing his face too, which takes considerably longer.

“She could have rabies,” Sid protests.

Weak. Everyone knows rabies makes animals afraid of water. “I’m take to vet when you go coach game,” he suggests. “Get all shots, collar, kitten food, litter box.”

“She’s going to be an outdoor cat,” Sid says firmly.

Not if Geno has anything to say about it, but he keeps his smile from his face. “You the captain.”

They both know he’s playing Sid like a violin.

Sighing, Sid admits, “Brutus does look happier.”

“I’m tell you he’s lonely.”

“Yeah, yeah. You’re full of I-told-you-sos today, you know that?”

“Because I know best.”

Sid rolls his eyes. “You must really miss being on camera.”

He doesn’t mean anything by it. Geno knows that. But they both flinch anyway when the words come out, because they’re true. Geno misses the attention, he misses being a star, he misses giving his teammates shit on TV. He misses all of that so much he’d do anything to have it back.

And Sid wants nothing to do with it.

Geno puts his fork down with the pelmeni he had been about to eat still on it.

He’s being ridiculous, he knows. They only decided this morning that they need time to decide what they want, if they still want each other. It’s only fair to give himself time.

But he doesn’t need it. Not really. He’s always going to want Sid more than anything else.

“Sorry,” Sid says into the sudden awkward silence. “I didn’t mean….”

“Yes, you did.” Geno shrugs. “Is okay. Is true.”

Sid shrugs. “Doesn’t mean it didn’t hurt.”

Geno doesn’t know how else to accept the apology, so he presses his knee against Sid’s under the table and hopes he understands.

*

The vet is open until seven thirty on Wednesdays, so once Sid leaves for the game, Geno finishes cleaning up the kitchen and goes looking for something he can use as a makeshift cat carrier. He remembers seeing a couple shoeboxes shoved at the back of the hall linen closet, so he starts there. Cats love boxes; it’ll be perfect. He reaches down and pulls out the biggest one. It’s heavier than he expected it to be, and when he opens it, he understands why.

The box is full of stuff. Geno didn’t expect it to be empty, but he wasn’t expecting what he finds either, and he ends up sitting on the floor in front of the closet to go through it. A hoard of newspaper clippings about the Penguins—Beau’s captaincy, Geno’s retirement, Flower breaking another record—fill the box, dating back to 2005. A few layers deep, he finds Taylor’s face on a Shattuck-St-Mary’s magnet paper-clipped to her CWHL trading card.

When he tilts the box to get a better look, something scrapes and clanks along the bottom. Carefully, Geno lifts out the pile of clippings—and freezes.

Shining in the bottom of the box sit two Olympic gold medals and two Stanley Cup rings from years apart. They’re not even in their boxes; the ribbons on the medals are all wrinkled. Geno traces his fingers over them. He doesn’t resent Sid for succeeding where Geno didn’t, not anymore. But the idea that they mean so little to him that he keeps them in a shoebox in his closet….

Frowning, Geno realizes there’s something underneath. He picks up the medals and sets them aside to reveal a thin rectangular shape lovingly enveloped in bubble wrap.

The tape holding it closed is old and no longer sticky, so it opens easily under Geno’s thumbs, and he slides the package out.

It’s a picture frame. A pencil mark on the back reads 2007. When Geno turns it over, Sid stares back at him, face rounder and younger, grinning with his arm around a similarly young and chubby-cheeked Geno.

Geno touches the edges of the frame, Sid’s boyish face. Suddenly he understands. Sid didn’t put these things away because they’re unimportant.

He did it because they hurt him.

He packs everything back up carefully and grabs the next shoebox instead. It’s full of grocery receipts.

Good enough.

*

Like any kitten, Clio loves the shoebox, chewing on the edges of the cardboard and digging tiny claws into the old dish rag Geno lined it with. She’s clearly not as sure about the car—the fur on her back goes up when he sets her in the backseat—but when Brutus climbs in after her, she settles easily enough.

Despite Geno’s last-minute phone call, the vet looks surprised to see him—maybe because she recognizes Brutus and didn’t associate him with a new client. “Mr. Malkin?” she says. “I’m Dr. Luceno. I was expecting a kitten?”

Oh, right, she can’t see—Geno unzips his jacket and lets Clio poke her head out. “Not want her to jump out of box in parking lot,” he explains. It wouldn’t be so bad if she did it at Sid’s, where she knows the area, but it could be a disaster in town. “Brutus just here to keep company.”

“Moral support,” Dr. Luceno agrees with a smile. “Come on in and we’ll take a look.”

Clio submits to being settled on the examination table. She doesn’t seem the least bit afraid, just lets Dr. Luceno check her nose and ears and paws, twitching the tip of her tail.

She’s older than Geno originally thought, according to the vet, so she’ll probably stay small, but she’s healthy, and she only offers a halfhearted hiss when Dr. Luceno gives her her vaccinations and a preventive treatment for fleas. Geno rubs the tips of her ears as a reward. “Pretty girl.”

He thinks nothing of giving his own name with Sid’s address, though he has to have the technician look it up in her system since it’s some bizarre numbered road. He has them add a bag of specialty kitten food, some litter, and a scoop and pan to his bill, then carries it out to the car while Brutus and the tech babysit Clio.

The sun went down while he was inside, but it’s not quite dark yet when he stashes his purchases in the back of his rented SUV. The lights of the arena shine brightly across the parking lot.

There are two ways to deal with things that hurt you, Geno thinks. You can put them in a box.

He grabs Brutus’s leash from the front seat and heads back inside to collect his charges.

*


  When people ask what it’s like to win the Stanley Cup, they don’t want to hear the real answer. They want to hear you say it feels good. That your hard work obviously paid off. That you’re on top of the world.



  And it does feel that way. But.



  I’ve heard a couple players say they enjoyed their second Cup more than the first. Of course, most of the assholes I know with two Cups got them within two or three years of each other. We had to wait a little bit longer than that.



  When the buzzer sounded at the end of the third period, game six, I was elated. Of course I was. We all mobbed Flower in front of the net; Goc and Sutter tried to put him on their shoulders. It’s probably a good thing Flower was having none of it, because I’m not sure they’d have had the strength left to lift the Cup if they’d managed. We were all exhausted.



  And—speaking for myself at least—relieved.



  Playing for a team as good as the Penguins, there’s a certain expectation: that you’ll win, and keep winning right up until the Final. But you can’t expect to win the Cup every year, and you can’t predict which key players are going to take an injury, or that everyone is going to play their best game every game. That’s what makes sports interesting. 



  I never wanted to play for another team, and I think Penguins fans are the best fans in the world. But I’d be lying if I said the pressure was less than crushing.



  God knows I wasn’t the only one on the team who felt it, but I don’t think I’m wrong when I say it was different for me. Maybe my detractors are right and I’m too sensitive. Maybe my ego is out of control. Ever since I was a kid, people—coaches, fans, agents, reporters—have said I’m the best. I always put up good numbers. But the years after 2009 stretched on without another Cup, and every year the weight got a little heavier. Every year it seemed a little more like I didn’t deserve the goods things people said about me. Every year the dream slipped a little farther away, a little more out of reach. 



  And then it wasn’t, and Geno was screaming at me from behind the net, and then I was screaming in his face, and the Cup was ours.



  And I felt relieved.



  *


Geno pays his five-dollar admission, Brutus accepts a head pat from the gradeschooler selling tickets, and then they find their way to a seat behind the home team bench. The stands aren’t full by any means, not with a team this young, mostly parents and some older siblings with schoolbooks on their laps. A couple of the younger ones are more interested in Brutus than the game, and he soaks up the attention ravenously.

At first Geno needs to take a couple deep breaths to get himself under control. He wasn’t expecting children in the stands as well as on the ice, and the reminder of what he’s lost is a sharp pain, like breathing too deeply with a cracked rib. But then Clio digs her claws into his stomach, squirming, and distracts him. Geno unzips his jacket a little more, and she props herself up with her hind legs on his thighs and her front paws on his zipper, the world’s least likely hockey fan.

Geno knew she and Sid would be perfect for each other.

Behind the bench, Sid is a familiar, confident presence, though an admittedly less profane one than Geno is used to. His team is annihilating the visitors 4-1 already, and it’s only two minutes into the second period. Geno can practically see him sweating over whether to urge his kids on with their slaughter or show mercy to their opponents.

He lands on middle ground.

If anyone recognizes Geno, they don’t say anything, too busy watching their kids play or helping with homework. Once he’s been there a few minutes, a woman comes back from the concession stand and sits next to him, cradling a coffee in a ubiquitous Tim Horton’s cup. She nods at Brutus, who’s being spoiled by three-year-old twins. “Babysitting Coach’s dog?”

Geno smiles. “He’s lonely, doesn’t like stay home by himself.” And they still have to work Sid up to letting Clio in the house.

“Yeah, we heard about Sam. Phone tree,” she says, like that tells Geno everything. It doesn’t, but that’s okay. “It’s tough. It’s good that you’re here for him.”

Geno gets the distinct feeling she’s not talking about Brutus. He doesn’t know what to say to that, though, so he just smiles.

Sid doesn’t notice him until intermission, when the kids troop away for a snack and water break. Most of the parents stand then too, to offer encouragement and assist with bathroom-related equipment adjustments, Geno assumes, which leaves him sitting in the stands alone with a cat in his jacket and a dog slobbering on his knee.

Sid’s eyes widen when he sees Geno, but then he smiles and the tips of his ears go red. He lets himself out of the bench and climbs into the stands. “Hey. I thought you weren’t going to come.”

“Change my mind,” Geno says. “Can’t keep it in a box.”

Sid cocks his head at that, but he doesn’t ask for clarification.

He does, however, say, “Did you actually bring a cat to a hockey game?” and rear back in alarm.

Geno pokes his tongue out. “She like. Best hockey fan.”

Sid rolls his eyes. “You’re ridiculous.” But he jostles Geno’s shoulder as he stands. “I’d better get back to my post.”

Geno makes it home before Sid, obviously, since he doesn’t have to deal with kindergarteners’ dressing-room antics, and anyway Clio and Brutus are getting restless. When he gets back to the house, he pours Clio a little of the kitten food and leaves it on the front porch next to her box, and lets Brutus do his business.

He’s just finished putting away his purchases when Sid gets home.

“Good game,” Geno says. “Maybe black cat not such bad luck, hmm?”

Sid looks up from taking off his shoes and grins. “You think so, eh? I don’t know about that. She wasn’t very lucky for the other team.”

“Because she like you best.”

Sid laughs. “Oh really? Because the way I see it, it was your lap she was sitting in.”

Feeling bold, Geno smirks. “Jealous, Sid?”

His smile fades, slowly, but the warmth never leaves his eyes. “What if I was?”

“Be pretty stupid. You sit in my lap whenever you want.” Geno has spent almost half his life flirting with Sid, even if it wasn’t with intent. The reflex comes as easily as breathing.

Sid licks his lips and takes a step forward. “I thought we decided you needed time to figure out if this was what you wanted. If we want the same things.”

They did. It was a very grown-up, responsible thing to do. It also lacks all romance, and Geno is a romantic at heart. “What it matter if we don’t want all same things as long as we want each other?”

Sid blinks once, slow, and his lips part. “I….”

Suddenly they’re only inches apart. Geno puts his right hand on Sid’s hip, his left on his shoulder. He’s needed to touch Sid since he found that shoebox this afternoon. Sid lets him. “You want this?”

Sid swallows. His gaze flicks down to Geno’s mouth, then up to his eyes again. “Yes.”

Geno leans their foreheads together. “Good enough,” he whispers, and closes the gap.

Geno has never kissed a man before, at least, not other than the perfunctory cheek kisses one bestows upon very old friends, or sloppy drunken smacks meant to tease, and none of those men had beards. Sid’s is surprisingly soft and tickles a little. Geno still hates it but isn’t sure about the etiquette for saying so.

Sid’s lips are chapped but soft and slick with saliva. The press of them against Geno’s is foreign but not in a bad way, like lacing up a new pair of skates. Then Sid makes a considering noise and tilts his head a fraction to the left, and suddenly it’s as familiar as stepping on the ice in skates he’s broken in for half a season, with new steel that’s just been sharpened. It’s comfortable but exhilarating, his blood thrumming just below the surface. Without thinking, he moves his left hand to Sid’s face. The beard barely registers; as soon as he does it, Sid hums again and opens his mouth for Geno’s tongue, and Geno has no processing power to spare on his hands.

Sid hooks his fingers through Geno’s belt loops and walks him backward until his knees hit the couch. The kiss breaks briefly as Geno sits, and then Sid really does climb into his lap for another one, bracketing Geno’s thighs with his own as he slides his tongue over Geno’s lips.

Geno smooths his hands up Sid’s quads to his ass.

In response, Sid smiles against his mouth and—

Grinds into his lap.

Geno breaks the kiss, breathing hard, and lets his head fall back against the couch. Sid flutters his lips over the pulse point in Geno’s neck.

“You’re not freaking out that I’m a guy?” Sid clarifies a second later, drawing away.

It takes Geno a moment to put his thoughts in order, and another to translate them into English. “Seen you naked lots of times, Sid. Not exactly news.”

Sid shrugs and looks pointedly between their bodies. “Knowing isn’t the same as feeling it.”

“Hmm,” Geno acknowledges, tugging on Sid’s hips just enough that their groins brush again. “Yes. Feeling best.”

Sid’s eyes widen in surprise. Then he shakes his head in approval. “Okay, point made. You’re not going to freak out.” Unfortunately, apparently that means Geno is no longer getting a lap dance; Sid swings his left leg over and drapes himself along Geno’s side instead.

Geno takes that as a sign that he’s not getting laid tonight, but it’s fine. He’s waited years; another night or two won’t kill him. Besides, it’s been a long day, and only one of them got to nap after making pelmeni. He snugs his arm around Sid’s shoulders and lets himself slump into the corner of the couch. “You better not put on Friends.”

Sid muffles his laughter in Geno’s ribcage.

Maybe they’re moving kind of fast, but Geno has never been careful with his heart. He isn’t going to start now.

*


  When I broke my ankle in what I was sure was going to be the run-up to our third Cup win, I knew it was over.



  Not for the team. They could’ve done it without me, if it weren’t for a handful of bad bounces and Carey Price being possessed by an actual demon (I love you, Pricey, but no human being should play like that, it’s not natural). But for me, I knew the second I felt the snap that my professional career was over. The weight of the skate on my foot made me want to scream. I kept it together because I didn’t want the Pens to get distracted, but some of them must have noticed. Flower kept the guys from getting too close—he knew I wouldn’t want them to see—but he couldn’t keep Geno out even if I’d wanted him to. 



  Geno took one look and I know he knew it too. He didn’t say anything, but he knew. I must’ve left a ring of bruises on his wrist when the trainers finally got me upright. If it was going to be my last game, I wasn’t going off on a stretcher.



  Geno went out and won the game for me, but the damage was done. The Habs won the Conference Championship three games later and went on to win the Cup. Two days after that, I announced my retirement.



  I couldn’t play NHL hockey anymore.



  Laid up in Pittsburgh, I was never alone. Mario or Flower or Geno or someone was always around trying to keep my spirits up. Even Beau, displaying the initiative that would soon get him named captain in my stead, tried his hand at a pep talk. It even kind of worked. They don’t call him Sunshine for nothing.



   Most of the guys stayed long into the offseason when usually Pittsburgh emptied of hockey players as soon as the playoff crunch ended. I was so deep in my own head I didn’t even realize how much everyone was bending over backwards for me until suddenly, one day in July, the guys started talking about planning Geno’s birthday party. He’d never had a birthday in the States. Why hadn’t he gone home?



  The answer was pretty obvious. I needed babysitting. I was off my actual crutches, but I still had emotional ones, and Geno was my favorite.



  I started thinking about what it would be like when training camp started, then the preseason, and then the regular season. I started thinking about being around to watch my team play without me—about Geno playing without me.



  I knew I’d never be able to sit around and watch that. Not in Pittsburgh. I would do whatever it took to get back out there. I would be jealous of every guy who set foot on the same ice as Geno, and it would eat me up until I inevitably came out of retirement and fucked up my body all over again.



  So I did the only thing I could think of under the circumstances: I packed up my house and disappeared.



  *


Sid flicks the television to baseball, which is only an improvement over Friends because it doesn’t involve David Schwimmer. Geno rolls his eyes and settles in to watch the Blue Jays lose, Sid snug against his side, Brutus at their feet.

It’s comforting and comfortably domestic, much like the entire past week. Maybe it should be weird that they’ve skipped the usual awkward balancing stages and gone straight to old married couple, but maybe not. They’ve known each other a long time, and Geno has always liked this stage of a relationship best. He cards his fingers through Sid’s hair and smiles to himself when Sid slouches further until his head is in Geno’s lap, his toes hanging off the other end of the sofa.

“This is nice,” he says quietly.

Geno smiles, abandoning all pretense of watching the game to watch Sid push into his touch. “Of course you like head massage,” he teases. “Secret cat person.”

That makes Sid bat at Geno’s hand until their fingers tangle together. “That’s not what I meant.” He shrugs, and Geno feels the movement against his thigh. “This is new for me. Last time I was in a relationship with someone, we didn’t exactly have a lot of privacy or time to just hang out, I guess.” He smiles ruefully and his eyes crinkle at the corners. “Plus we were teenagers and horny all the time.”

Suddenly Geno doesn’t know whether to feel jealous or chagrined. Somehow he forgot that parts of this would be new and exciting to Sid. He never got to hold hands with someone in public, or infringe on a significant other’s personal space, or make dinner together, or any of the couple stuff Geno has taken for granted. Yet apparently it comes naturally to him. Of course he wants to cuddle.

When Geno thinks about the way they were before, though, he decides it has more to do with the two of them knowing each other so well than Sid being a natural at relationships.

Still, he can’t let that last comment go unaddressed. “Maybe not so different,” Geno says meaningfully, drawing his gaze down Sid’s body. Sid has his head basically in his lap, after all. Geno is only human.

Sid gives him a look that can only be described as smug. He flicks his gaze to the television—the game has gone into extra innings; Geno hates baseball—then back to Geno. “Yeah?”

That’s such horseshit, Geno thinks fondly. He knew full well how turned-on Geno was before insisting on baseball. “What you think?”

Sid turns off the TV. “Baseball is a dumb sport anyway.”

Before Geno even has time to laugh, Sid’s up, tugging on his hand. They almost trip over Brutus in their haste; when Sid pushes Geno against the door in his bedroom, Geno’s head thumps painfully against the wood. He doesn’t have time to complain about that either, though, because Sid kisses him first, fast and wet and hard, until Geno’s head is buzzing. All Geno can do is try to keep up, holding Sid’s face with one hand, braving an exploratory touch with the other. He imagines he can feel every fiber of Sid’s dumb plaid shirt under his fingertips. The firm ridges of muscle as he works his hand downward, he knows he’s not imagining.

Sid breaks the kiss with a stinging bite to Geno’s lower lip when he boldly slides his hand down to cup Sid’s dick. He’s not as hard as he was earlier, but he will be soon, and the thought sends a frisson of heat through Geno. He might not have practical experience with men, but he is one, and he’s spent long enough imagining what Sid might like. He is dying to put some of that theory to the test.

But when he strokes down again, just as firm, and Sid’s dick jumps against his palm, Sid grabs his wrist and pulls him the rest of the way to the bed. “If my knees are too old for the floor, yours definitely are.”

Geno thinks about putting up a token protest—he’s not that old—but then the impact of Sid’s words sinks in and Sid shoves at his shoulder until he topples onto the mattress. He raises his head with a smirk. “Who say anything about the f—”

That’s as far as he gets. On the one hand, Geno is really looking forward to learning how to take Sid apart. But the other hand is Sid’s, and he currently has it shoved down the front of Geno’s jeans, so the protest can definitely wait.

Sid looks up at him. “Twenty years,” he says, thumbing at the strip of skin above Geno’s waistband.

It takes Geno a moment to cotton on.

Sid smirks when he sees Geno get it, and reaches for the button on his jeans. “It’s my turn to go last.”

Objectively, it’s a terrible line and Geno should absolutely be giving Sid shit for it. Subjectively, it’s true and like hell is Geno going to argue about Sid getting his mouth on Geno’s dick. He turns his pained groan into a huff of a laugh and reaches down to thumb at Sid’s lips—

—and something scratches at the door.

Geno meets Sid’s eyes.

Sid lets out a quiet groan and drops his forehead to Geno’s thigh. Outside the room, Brutus whines quietly.

“Shh,” Geno says softly. Maybe if they’re quiet—

Brutus’s whine increases in pitch and volume, then turns into a yelp. It sounds pitiful.

The crying goes on for almost a minute before Sid rolls over on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. “I’m so sorry. He’s not used to closed doors. And you know he hates being alone, especially at night.”

Hearing his master’s voice makes Brutus go even crazier. The scrabbling at the door gets more frantic, and the yelps are now bordering on barking.

Geno turns his face into the pillow and laughs.

Sid smacks his leg. “It’s not funny.”

“It’s little bit funny,” Geno corrects, sitting up. His erection has wilted, but the night doesn’t have to be a total loss. He bets Sid has never gotten to share a decent bed with a lover before. He runs his fingers through Sid’s hair again. “Come on. Get ready for bed.”

They brush their teeth side-by-side at Sid’s sink, Brutus making a nuisance of himself at their feet. They take turns relieving themselves because the romance will never be so dead that Geno is going to pee in the same room as Sid unless he doesn’t have a choice (public restrooms aside). And then they change into pajamas and Geno lets Brutus out one last time.

Sid’s flipping through one of the books on his bedside table when they come back in, but he puts it down right away and turns onto his side. “I want to be the big spoon,” he says, with that particularly stubborn set to his jaw that Geno can identify even under the beard.

He could tease Sid about it, but it’s just such a Sid thing to do that he can’t be bothered. Sid is just so hopelessly endearing. Geno shrugs. “Okay.”

Sid turns off the light just as Brutus settles on the dog bed on the floor. Then he rolls over to the middle, presses himself against Geno’s back, and wraps an arm around his waist. He nuzzles briefly at Geno’s nape. “This is nice.”

Wait until his right arm falls asleep, Geno thinks. “Yes,” he agrees. “Nice.”

“Good night.”

Geno wakes up only once, in the middle of the night. He’s flat on his back, Sid lying on his stomach, half on top of him, with his left knee drawn up to poke Geno in the kidney. As far as wake-up calls go, Geno can think of worse.

*


  Crosby Releases Tell-All Biography



  Former Pittsburgh Penguins captain Sidney Crosby has released an explosive memoir of his time with the team. The autobiography, available in hardcover and ebook, offers insight into the life of one of the NHL’s most notoriously private superstars.



  Since childhood, Crosby has been the subject of much media speculation. As a boy, he broke almost every conceivable record. When he came of draft age, there was never a doubt that he would go first overall. But despite the spotlight, Crosby remained something of a mystery—never more so than when, two years ago, after announcing his retirement, he disappeared completely from the public eye.



  For two years, sports journalists speculated where he might have gone. But if anyone knew where Crosby was, they kept mum. 



  Crosby’s autobiography doesn’t answer the question either. Instead, it poses new ones. For example: Where was this intrepid, quick-witted hockey player in fourteen years of postgame interviews? Why would such an intensely private person publish a manuscript that reveals so much? And is the epilogue to Crosby’s book, wherein he denounces the homophobia still inherent in sports fans if not necessarily on the ice, a mere prelude to another announcement?



  To put it more bluntly, the epilogue strongly hints at a possibility that has long been speculated in the media: that Crosby may be gay. And given the content of the rest of the book, one can’t help but wonder at Crosby’s relationship with former teammate Evgeni Malkin. Were they friends, as all official statements to date have led us to believe? Something more that can be inferred from reading between the lines?



  Or something that never was?



  *


Geno wakes up alone in Sid’s bed.

He knows he’s alone even before he opens his eyes, because he can hear the water running in the bathroom. Sid’s bed is a lot more comfortable than the one in the guest room. Geno doesn’t want to get up.

He does, though; his mouth feels desert dry. He drinks three glasses of water standing by the sink before he feels human again.

After that, he intends to go back to bed and wait for Sid. The gray in the sky suggests it’s closer to night than morning in Geno’s books. But when he’s passing the bathroom, the door opens and Sid comes out, and Geno doesn’t have a choice.

Sid’s shirtless, hair still damp and curling from the shower, and his stupid obscene leggings highlight every muscle in his ass and thighs. Those leggings tormented Geno for a lot of years; he’s not likely to forget them any time soon. But the best thing—the best thing is Sid’s face, pink from the heat of his shower and completely bare. His cheekbones are as sharp as Geno remembers, his mouth maybe even more generous. When he turns and sees Geno behind him, he smiles that old sheepish smile and blushes, and Geno can’t help himself. He takes two steps forward into a kiss that presses Sid back against the wall.

Sid tastes like toothpaste and Geno probably has terrible morning breath, but Sid doesn’t seem to be complaining, tilting his face up into the kiss. He smells like moisturizer and his skin is soft against Geno’s mouth.

He’s lucky Sid had a beard when he first arrived, because otherwise he wouldn’t have been able to resist kissing him.

The kiss goes on, and on, and on, spreading from Geno’s lips to his hands to his thigh, pushed firmly between Sid’s, until Sid starts making desperate, hungry little sounds into Geno’s mouth and Geno gets completely lightheaded and has to pull away, breathing hard into Sid’s neck. Ugh, he thinks, smelling himself. He needs to brush his teeth.

“Wow, you—you really hated the beard, eh?”

Yes, Geno hated the beard, but he would have put up with it. “Doesn’t suit,” he says, pulling back far enough not to further offend Sid with his breath. “Face too pretty to hide.”

“Yeah, well.” Sid puts his hands on Geno’s hips just under the hem of Geno’s T-shirt, leaning against the wall with his head tipped back. It’s a good look. “The beard is kind of pointless if I’m going to be walking around with you anyway.”

Geno’s heart trips a little at that, because they haven’t talked about it and he knows they need to, but it doesn’t feel like the time. Instead of pursuing it further, he leans forward and presses another quick kiss to Sid’s mouth. “Where’s Brutus?”

“Outside.” Sid laughs with his eyes. “Getting reacquainted with Clio.”

Good, Geno decides. “Maybe we get reacquainted too.”

Sid grins and shoves at his chest. “Go brush your teeth.”

He ends up brushing his teeth in the shower, because he doesn’t know what Sid’s planning but being clean for it seems like the least Geno can do. But he doesn’t linger. He gives himself a cursory rub-down with a towel and grabs a clean pair of underwear from the guest room.

Propped up against the headboard, Sid has stripped off his leggings and is rubbing his left hand distractedly over his thigh, making notes on a pad of paper with his right. He looks up when Geno’s shadow falls across the doorway and puts the pen aside. “Hey.”

Geno finds himself incapable of answering.

Sid has always been attractive. Geno realized that long before he came to terms with his feelings. But as often as he’s seen Sid undressing in the locker room, it’s never hit him like this. Locker rooms are public, chaotic, riotous. Geno loves his team and he loves the game, but they don’t offer anything like this.

Even in the wan sunlight streaming through the window, it’s intimate.

He stares long enough that Sid starts to look unsure, which is unacceptable. Geno clears his throat, trying to pull his gaze away from Sid’s obvious semi, straining at the fabric of his underwear. “You start alone?”

Sid shrugs easily, looking Geno up and down. “Well, if you hadn’t taken so long.”

Geno still has no idea why they’re up this early, but he could not actually care less. Maybe Sid is tired of wasting time. Geno can relate.

That doesn’t mean he knows what the hell he’s doing, but after this many years, he trusts Sid to call the plays—the first of which is obviously get in bed with me.

Geno does. It’s different when they’re not touching, without the urgency between them to overpower any nerves.

Sid rolls onto his side to look at him. “Cold feet?” There’s no judgment in his tone or his face, just honest curiosity.

Geno doesn’t know how to explain in Russian, never mind in English, so he doesn’t try. Instead he pushes up on one arm and closes the space between their mouths.

From there, it is almost devastatingly simple. Sid hums into his mouth in obvious satisfaction, matching each of Geno’s movements. When he bites gently at Geno’s lower lip, Geno forgets to be conscious of where he puts his hands and only realizes when Sid pushes his ass back into his grip. It’s less permission than flat-out encouragement, so Geno takes his time, exploring the planes of Sid’s body with his hands the way he’s been using his tongue to map his mouth.

The flat of a palm across Sid’s nipple earns him a groaning hiss, but a featherlight touch to the cut of his hip gets an aborted giggle. Ticklish. Of course. Sid catches his hand and pins it to the mattress. “I accidentally kneed somebody once,” he admits sheepishly.

“Rude,” Geno says, admittedly a little winded. Somehow he’s pulled Sid on top of him again. “Talk about other guys in bed.”

Sid kisses him again, slow and sweet, for long enough Geno has almost forgotten what they were talking about when he pulls back and says, “Well, we have to talk about it sometime, preferably before we get any more naked.”

That’s a fair point, actually, though Geno spares a moment to be perfectly amused because of course Sid has sex by the book. “No other guys for me. Been a long time since I’m in bed with a woman too,” he admits, carding his fingers through Sid’s hair. It’s still damp and curling a little, and Sid leans into the touch. “Last physical two months ago. Nothing to worry about for you.”

“I haven’t had sex without a condom since I was a teenager,” Sid says. Seriously, Geno doesn’t want to kill Jack Johnson, really, but— “And I got tested a month ago. All negative.”

He stays there, basically straddling Geno’s waist, without moving. Geno only objects to the last part. “Good. So we kiss again now?”

Sid huffs indignantly and shifts until he’s holding Geno down by both wrists. Geno could probably buck him off, but he can’t see how that would be in his best interest. “You’re not paying attention,” he says.

That is a blatant lie. Sid absolutely has Geno’s full attention. Parts of him do, at least.

“I’m saying that I want…,” Sid starts, then ducks his head and starts over as Geno tries to grind up into him. “If it’s okay with you, I.” He stops again and gives Geno a dirty look.

Geno doesn’t bother trying to feign repentance.

“Do you want to use a condom?” Sid spits out.

Geno goes absolutely still.

“Because I think it would be nice not to.”

Nice, Geno thinks incredulously. Well, there’s an understatement. He stills his hands on Sid’s hips and makes a concerted effort to be serious. Like this, he can feel the hard length of Sid’s cock against his stomach. But he’s not going to back down now. “We do whatever you want,” he promises. “Only have to say.”

Sid meets his eyes, licks his lips—and then he draws his gaze slowly down Geno’s body, like he’s making a list of everything he wants to do and prioritizing the order. As far as foreplay goes, this is working for Geno. The suspense might kill him, but at least he’ll die happy.

Finally Sid says, “Stay right where you are.” This time, when he leans forward, he only just brushes his lips over Geno’s. Their mouths are moist enough that they cling for a split second when he pulls away again, moving down to kiss Geno’s chin, the swell of his Adam’s apple, the center of his chest. There, he pauses and looks up through his eyelashes.

The little tart.

Also, as if Geno is going to go anywhere.

Sid flutters another kiss against Geno’s hipbone before glancing up again, tugging at the waistband of his underwear. “You want to help me take these off?”

Geno raises his hips obediently and finds himself suddenly naked with Sid between his legs, still looking at his face and not his dick. Geno can’t decide if he’s offended.

Then Sid offers, “You like blow jobs, right?” scratching lightly at the skin of Geno’s upper thigh.

Geno’s definitely going to die happy. “Find out,” he suggests.

Sid does.

He starts by curling his fist loosely around the base of Geno’s cock, pulling it upright when it had been pressed firmly against his stomach. Even that much stimulation feels like too much with Sid looking at him like that, like he’s trying to decide the best way to take Geno apart. He doesn’t realize he’s already doing it.

Over the years, Geno has had countless fantasies about Sid’s mouth. But he never thought about the way the warm skin of Sid’s shoulders would feel on the insides of his thighs, or the tease of his breath on the wet head of Geno’s dick. It’s also possible that, in his ignorance of the existence of Sid’s sex life, Geno vastly underestimated how good he would be.

Sid presses his lips to the head of Geno’s cock, taking him just inside. He sweeps his tongue in a wide circle over the slit, then draws back, rubbing the crown with his thumb and his cheek with his other hand.

He catches Geno staring—probably smugly—and rolls his eyes. “Don’t start,” he warns.

Then he lowers his mouth again, and Geno couldn’t start if he wanted to, because Sid seems to have swallowed his words along with part of his dick. Geno can feel the head butting up against the back of Sid’s throat, and yeah, there’s a lot more dick to go, but he’s impressed Sid got that far on the first try.

With the slick heat of Sid’s mouth around him, Geno feels overloaded. Sid watches him carefully, like he’s making note of every sound that tears past Geno’s lips. His mouth glistens with saliva, a darker pink than usual; his cheeks hollow, and the noise of it, wet and filthy, seeps from Geno’s ears to his spine to the pit of his stomach. “Sid,” he groans, fighting against the urge to buck his hips into Sid’s mouth. His hands curl into fists.

Sid brushes his hands up the insides of Geno’s thighs, just barely teasing his thumbs over Geno’s sac, and Geno’s whole body tightens. “Fuck,” he says, scrambling for words. He doesn’t know if this is all Sid wants right now, if Geno should tell him to stop or—

Sid makes the decision for him with one final lick to Geno’s crown. Then he moves up Geno’s body and kisses him.

Geno can’t wait another second. He shifts until Sid slides to one side, then gets both hands on the waistband of his underwear and pulls down until Sid’s dick finally springs free. Sid kicks the garment away, and Geno finally gets his hand on Sid’s erection.

Sid breaks their kiss with a gasp. Geno’s apprehension disappears as Sid bucks into his grip, sliding his cock through the circle of Geno’s fingers. His dick is hot to the touch, the same bee-sting pink as his mouth, perfectly in proportion with the rest of his body. Geno takes a second to be profoundly glad about that. All things considered, it’s probably a good thing Sid’s the one with experience with men.

“God,” Sid says, and his whole body shivers again as he fucks into Geno’s hand. His nipples have hardened into little points Geno wants to put his mouth on, and he’s flushed to his shoulders. Geno licks the pulse point in his neck, needing to taste the color. “Okay, just—give me one second.”

He can take as long as he likes, Geno thinks. Sid’s eyes have gone glassy and his mouth is a disaster and Geno wants. He starts stroking in a slow counterpoint to the abortive thrusts of Sid’s hips, trying to look everywhere at once.

Sid cuts into that thought by pushing a bottle into Geno’s free hand.

For a heartbeat Geno can only stare at it. Then he meets Sid’s eyes again, his heart in his throat. “You want…?”

Sid shrugs, not quite meeting his eyes, like he’s afraid this is the moment where Geno will back out. “I can do it if you’d rather?”

Like hell. This is one of the only things they can do together that Geno has actually done before. He flicks open the cap and slicks his fingers. “No. I want to do.”

He situates himself on Sid’s right side, propped on his left arm. Sid tilts his face up to demand another kiss, and Geno gives it to him, keeping his touch light. He wants to be able to concentrate on Sid’s reactions, and he won’t be able to if he gets pulled into something deeper.

Sid jerks when Geno brushes his fingers between his smooth, firm cheeks, but when Geno stops, Sid grasps his wrist and pulls him closer.

“Pushy,” Geno mutters fondly. He obeys the unspoken command, though, tracing Sid’s hole firmly with two fingers before pushing in.

The slide is almost too easy. Sid drops his head back against the pillow and closes his eyes, his mouth open just slightly on a quietly pornographic sigh. Licking his lips, Geno tries not to concentrate on the way Sid’s body clings to him, hot and so soft and wet, too wet for the amount of lube Geno used. “You did start alone,” he accuses, his dick twitching. His voice comes out hoarse, appreciative.

Sid hums in acknowledgment and rolls his hips, an obvious attempt to move things faster. “I told you you were taking too long.”

Feeling bold, Geno adds a third finger.

Sid shudders. “Maybe next time you’ll hurry up and you can watch.”

Fuck. Geno can’t let that go unanswered. “Maybe next time I use my mouth,” he counters.

The bitten-off moan that earns makes him push his fingers farther, and Sid swears and plants his feet as he reaches for a pillow. “Okay, I’m—that’s enough.” He nudges Geno’s arm away with his knee.

It definitely isn’t enough. Geno doesn’t think he’ll ever get his fill of Sid fucking down onto his fingers. But right now—

Geno draws his hand back so Sid can shove the pillow under his hips. He wriggles a few times until he’s satisfied, then grabs Geno’s wrist and pulls him between his legs. “This is okay, right?”

Geno is too distracted by Sid’s hand, slick with lube, sliding over his erection to try to decode whether Sid is trolling him. “Yes,” he agrees, gritting his teeth as Sid pays special attention to the head of his cock. “We try everything twice anyway.”

“At least,” Sid agrees, and—basically leads Geno around by the dick, which he doesn’t exactly object to.

Then Sid hooks his calves around Geno’s waist and pulls him forward.

The press of Sid’s body immediately overwhelms him. He feels naked, not just physically but psychically, like his skin has been stripped away and Sid can see straight through him. He closes his eyes against the intensity and thrusts automatically, forcing a keening sound from Sid. “Geno—God.”

When he pulls his hips back, his arms shake. His elbows and shoulders feel like they’re turning to water. He buries his face against Sid’s neck on his next thrust, committing the moment to memory. He barely manages a whisper. “Sid.”

Sid fists one hand in Geno’s hair and holds him there, against his neck, like he knows. Like he’s seen every part of Geno and he sees this too and it’s okay.

Geno’s fingernails bite into his palms as Sid runs his free hand down his back, urging him on. Geno wants to reach down and touch Sid’s dick, but he can barely hold himself up as it is. Instead, Sid’s erection is trapped against Geno’s stomach, rubbing through the sweat and precome gathering between their bodies. He presses his lips to Sid’s neck in silent apology and shifts his knees to take more of his weight.

Sid inhales sharply and drops his feet to the mattress for leverage. It’s a good sound, it’s the best sound, and it gets better when Geno places another openmouthed kiss on Sid’s skin and Sid arches his spine. “Like that,” he says, breathless. The words hit like a crosscheck from behind. “That’s good, that’s so good, G.”

Geno’s whole body feels like one raw, exposed nerve. Sid fits him so perfectly like this, just like everywhere else. It’s too much. He doesn’t know how much longer he can last. “Sid—”

With one tug at his hair, Sid directs him into another kiss, clumsy, a meeting of lips and tongues and teeth. For the first time, Geno realizes Sid’s arms and legs are trembling. It must be too much for him too, but he doesn’t ask Geno to stop.

Finally Geno has to pull away, to lay wet, inelegant kisses on the perfect skin of Sid’s throat. Sid’s right hand finds his left and they thread their fingers together. It feels like if they just hold on—

Geno squeezes his eyes shut and presses his damp face against Sid’s neck. His body continues thrusting without his input; it’s chasing orgasm now, so close Geno can taste it.

Beneath him, Sid is making beautiful aborted sounds, little ahs in time with every thrust. His grip on Geno’s hand is bruisingly tight. Will he come like this? He sounds shattered, as though he might break into pieces at any moment. Geno knows the feeling.

Sid’s body tightens suddenly, and his ahs veer closer to a continuous whine, a sound that resonates with every cell in Geno’s body. He feels the first spasm just as Sid drops his head to the pillow and moans, “Zhenya,” and then—

And then Geno chokes out a sob as his body reaches its limit and orgasm washes over him like a wave, stealing his breath. His stomach grows slick with Sid’s come, and his elbows finally give up so his chest is pressed to Sid’s, both of them heaving. He keeps his face against Sid’s shoulder to hide the hurt.

Zhenya. Russia will never be home to him again now. Not until things change. He thought he had come to terms with that.

Somehow Sid disentangles their lower bodies without dislodging Geno’s head from his chest. Geno shifts to the side so he won’t actually turn Sid into a pancake, but otherwise he doesn’t move until Sid leans their heads together and puts his hand on his nape, rubbing his thumb across the space behind Geno’s ear.

They’re quiet for a few long moments until Sid says, “It just hit you, huh?”

Finally Geno gets the strength to lift his head. He shifts until he’s on his side and gathers himself to meet Sid’s gaze. “Is long time coming, probably.”

Sid shrugs. “Doesn’t make it easy.”

“No,” Geno agrees, and means, I love you. 

A shaft of sunlight finally pierces the gray of the morning, shining in through the window and making them both squint. Outside, Brutus barks cheerfully. Sid rubs his eyes and grimaces before sitting up and looking at the clock. “Come on,” he says, tugging at Geno’s hand. “We have things to do.”

*

Geno is not the least bit surprised that in Sid’s world, things to do means they’re going to the arena. He loads up his truck with his gear, then takes Geno’s skates from the drying rack and disappears into the garage for a few minutes before coming out with a second bag.

Geno looks at it suspiciously, still cradling the mug that contains the last dregs of his tea. “How much gear you have in there?” he asks, motioning toward the garage.

Sid’s cheeks turn pink. “Enough,” he says evasively. “Are you coming? My ice time is done at noon.”

Geno leaves his mug on the front step, locks the door behind him, and gets in the truck.

The parking lot is basically vacant when they arrive; a bored-looking teenager looks up from the security window and just waves them in. “Hey, Coach.” Then she straightens up, doing a double-take at Sid’s bare face and then at Geno. “Brought a friend today?”

Sid rolls his eyes at her. “Like you haven’t been keeping up on the gossip.”

The girl flushes. “Hey, I have to do something for fun in a town this small.” But she shrugs. “Nobody’s gonna bug you anyway. Do your thing.”

“Thanks, Kate.”

In the locker room, Geno opens his borrowed bag to find brand-new gear in approximately his size. “Sid. You going to be on Hoarders?”

“Shut up and gear up,” Sid tells him, throwing a roll of sock tape.

Geno catches it and smiles.

They kick the puck around for an hour and a half, chasing each other around the ice, swearing cheerfully. When they’re winding down, Geno gets Sid against the boards and they battle it out for a minute or two, checking back and forth until Sid knocks the puck loose and Geno tackles him before he can get it, as gently as he can.

“Cheat,” Sid laughs at him, winded, shoving at Geno’s helmet.

Geno gets a handful of shavings and shoves it in Sid’s face.

They shower at the rink and pick up lunch to go at the coffee shop. By the time they get back home, they’re both starving.

Brutus hangs out at their feet while they polish off their sandwiches and sides. It’s nice. Easy. But they’re both yawning, so after letting Brutus out again, they retreat to Sid’s room for a nap.

The nap ends predictably when Geno wakes up to Sid thrusting lazily against his thigh, and they spend a pleasant half an hour waking each other up properly.

“Hey,” Sid says when the fog has mostly cleared from Geno’s brain.

Geno gets the strange urge to pinch Sid’s ass, and follows through without second-guessing it. He has no regrets. “Hi, Sid.”

Sid giggles. It’s the stupid goose-honk one Geno would like to pretend to hate but can’t, because he’s a sucker.

They clean up together, which is mostly a pointless exercise in grab-ass because they’re not kids anymore; neither of them is up for round three. But it’s nice, and honestly, it would be a shame not to take advantage of Sid’s monstrously large shower. Geno pushes Sid up against the wall to kiss him and swallows his squawk of protest over the cold tile.

When they’ve dried off, they take Brutus for a walk. Clio tags along, darting around their feet, until she gets tired and flops over practically on top of Geno’s shoe. Sid gives him a judgmental look when he reaches down to pick her up and tucks her in the crook of his arm, but that doesn’t stop him from reaching for Geno’s free hand again. Obviously he’s softening up.

They’re on their way back when Sid says, a little cautiously, “I was thinking about dinner.”

Geno glances at him and sees an unfamiliar tension in his shoulders. He squeezes Sid’s hand. “Okay?”

They stop so Brutus can inspect a bush. “There’s a restaurant in Sault Ste. Marie I’ve been meaning to check out for years.” But he didn’t, Geno hears, because he could never stay anonymous in a city of any size. Not in Canada at least. “I… we could try to get a table.”

Brutus finally adds his scent and they continue on.

Geno thinks about it. About what it would mean for him.

Historically, Sid has always asked a lot of him, but this feels bigger. They’ve only had a week together, and Sid wants him to—what? To give up his public pretense at heterosexuality, when that will mean breaking his last remaining ties to his country? It isn’t a fair thought—it isn’t Sid’s fault Russia is the way it is, and it isn’t as if Geno couldn’t go back, though of course it would be different, and it isn’t as though his country didn’t betray him first—but he still has it.

The thought leaves Geno with a vaguely sour feeling, like he’s approaching the problem from the wrong angle. Instead he thinks about what it means for Sid.

Sid has been alone for a long time, and in the closet for even longer. He’s always shied away from media attention, and he rarely lets anyone get close. Geno came here expecting to find him… he doesn’t know. Lost, like Geno was, or embittered from losing the NHL, or something. But this Sid, who coaches a kids’ hockey team and published a book about his life, no holds barred—he seems confident and relaxed. Maybe not as happy as he was in Pittsburgh, but Geno thinks they could change that.

If Sid has finally made peace with himself, Geno isn’t going to ask him to hide. “Yes,” he says finally. “We go. But….”

Sid looks over at him, obviously a little surprised that Geno has agreed after such a long silence. “But?”

Geno blows out a breath. “Should probably call Mama first.”

And Sid thinks Geno’s bad for I-told-you-sos. Where does he think Geno learned it?

“Oh God.” Sid snorts, then laughs at himself, bringing his free hand to his face. “Oh God, Taylor’s going to be insufferable.”

*

They turn their phones on when they get back to the house and retreat to separate rooms to make the calls. It’s the middle of the night in Russia, so Geno keeps it short and to the point. His mother cries—tears of happiness and relief, he thinks, but also a little grief, because they both know he won’t be returning to Russia for a long time. She promises to book herself a flight to visit soon. But not too soon, she adds, because she’s a terrible person at heart.

Geno loves her and tells her so.

Sid’s still on the phone when he hangs up, and he debates making another call—Flower, maybe, or Gonch, or Beau, or Sasha. On the other hand, letting them find out from the press could be entertaining.

In the end, he shuts his phone off again and goes to join Sid in the living room.

“Okay. Okay, I’ll tell him. Taylor—Taylor. I really don’t think that’s necessary.” Sid’s cheeks are pink. “I love you too. Bye, Taylor. Kick ass tonight.”

Then he hangs up and turns off his phone.

Geno raises an eyebrow and slides his arm around Sid’s shoulders.

“I’m supposed to tell you that if you fuck this up, Taylor will peel your testicles like grapes and feed them to you.”

“Creative,” Geno says. “Maybe writing gene runs in family.”

“You think that’s bad, you should’ve heard what she threatened to do to me if I fuck it up.” Sid nudges Geno’s chest with his elbow. “You ready to go?”

*

They leave their phones off through dinner, which is delicious, even if people stare, and getting home, which is better: On the front porch, Sid pauses, looking down at Clio, who’s curled up in her box. Then he looks back at Geno, makes a dumb but fond face, and starts moving Clio’s stuff inside.

Geno has a sneaking suspicion that has something to do with a means to an end to kick Brutus out of the bedroom, but he doesn’t say anything. Not tonight. He can allow himself one day to enjoy this before he has to work out how they’ll ever make it work.

In the morning he wakes up to Sid reading in bed next to him. He rolls over and throws his arm across Sid’s hips. “Good book?”

“Hmm,” Sid agrees, showing him the cover: it’s the Ondaatje, In the Skin of a Lion. “It’s about the labor disputes in Toronto in the early 1900s. Well,” he corrects himself, “really it’s a fictionalized account of one man who got involved with them, but anyway, it’s interesting.”

“Avoiding your phone?” Geno guesses.

Sid puts the book down. “Just waiting for you.” He says it like he means to add lazy to the end but can’t be bothered because he’s in too good a mood. “I figured we should probably talk first.”

Geno resists the urge to roll back over and pull the pillow over his head. Instead he sighs, plants a kiss on Sid’s bare hip, and pushes himself to a sitting position, wincing a little as his body protests. He doesn’t hurt, exactly, but he’s definitely glad Sid doesn’t have a bigger dick.

Sid catches his expression. “You’re the one who insisted on trying everything.”

“Tea first,” Geno says, grabbing one of the pillows and swatting Sid in the chest with it. “Talking after.”

They eat their breakfast in the living room this time. Geno doesn’t know what to say, so he keeps picking at his toast, waiting for Sid to start.

Sid doesn’t disappoint him. “So. You can’t stay here,” he says, and it’s like he took the words right out of Geno’s mouth.

“No,” Geno agrees. It’s final, somehow, sinking into the pit of his stomach. He can’t stay. He loves Sid, but this place will kill him.

“Too quiet, right?” Sid says. “Too small, not enough to keep your attention.”

“My first night here, think I’m going crazy,” Geno says. “Not enough sounds, or all the wrong sounds, maybe.” He tries a smile. “Last night not so bad, though.”

Sid nudges Geno’s leg with his foot. He’s curled up on the couch, his body angled toward Geno’s. Still relaxed.

Geno tries to relax too.

“Flatterer,” Sid says. “So what do you want to do?”

That is the million-dollar question. Geno shrugs. “Don’t know. Have a couple offers in Russia, but I think I’m not go back there. Don’t think they want me now anyway.”

“Their loss.” Sid’s mouth twists.

Geno clears his throat. “Lots hockey in Canada. Can try Toronto, maybe. Leafs always terrible, need new staff.”

Sid makes an even worse face at that.

“Hey.” Geno nudges him back, speaking through a suddenly thick throat. “Maybe not best team, but—Sid, is close, at least. Best for that.”

Licking his lips, Sid pauses with his mug halfway to his mouth. Then he sets it down and gets rid of his plate too, and slides closer on the couch. “G, did you—what do you mean, close?”

Geno thought it was obvious. “Sid—you so happy here. Settled. Nice people, nice team. You tell me so. But I—I don’t want to wait three weeks, four weeks, every time I want see you.” He focuses on his tea. “So I look for something close.”

Gently, Sid removes Geno’s mug from his hands. “Yeah, Geno, I’m happy here. But I think—I’m sorry if I gave you the wrong idea—”

Geno’s heart sinks so rapidly that he thinks, No. No, Sid can’t be doing this to him. Sid wouldn’t—

Sid wraps his fingers around Geno’s. Geno meets his eyes mostly by reflex. “I’m happy here,” Sid repeats. Then he shrugs, a shy, modest thing. “But that doesn’t mean I can’t be happy somewhere else.”

Geno swallows.

“I want to be where you are.”

Geno squeezes his fingers. He doesn’t have any other way to express his relief. “Me too, Sid.”

Sid smiles at him. “Good.” Then he reaches past Geno to the end table and retrieves their phones. “So. We have a plan.”

The extent of the plan, apparently, is be together. All things considered, Geno likes it. It’s a good plan. Simple.

When he turns on his phone, he has 91 e-mails, 17 voice mails, 52 missed calls, and 107 text messages. He doesn’t know how much worse Sid’s situation is, but when his phone finally boots up, he drops it, so probably pretty bad.

They exchange looks. “I think I need coffee for this,” Sid says.

“Yes, good.” Warily, Geno thumbs open his e-mail client. He has no idea how he’s going to sift through those messages. “Maybe also paper?”

They end up sitting at the kitchen table, sorting through the messages one at a time. When the e-mails—mostly interview requests, job offers, and occasional vitriol Geno deletes without reading, trying to ignore the sour pit it makes in his stomach—become too overwhelming, he switches to text messages for a while. Most of those don’t need replies; they’re either congratulatory or exclamatory or requests for details. Hockey players gossip.

Beau’s says broooooooooo, followed by a string of exclamation points and happy faces. Sasha sent a series of improbably suggestive emoticons.

Flower’s message makes no sense at all: Grand temps que quelqu’un l’encule. Geno shrugs and passes his phone to Sid.

Who promptly turns very red and puts his hand over his face. “Jesus Christ, Flower.”

Geno resolves to look it up later.

By lunchtime, Geno has a few interviews he would actually consider and a list of people he should call back. The important stuff takes up less than half a page.

Sid has three pages, a wild look about his eyes, and hair that looks like it’s been styled by a Tesla coil. “I was wrong,” he says bleakly. “The world is insane. I want to stay here. Do you think if I put a refrigeration system under the pond, I could get it to freeze year round?”

Geno snorts and steals one of the pages. It appears to be a list of job opportunities.


  TO: assistant coach (F)



  Director amateur scouting (L)



  Analyst (CBC) ???


He frowns. “You don’t even know what Corsi is.”

“Right?” Sid waves his hand helplessly. “Who in their right mind would give me that job?”

Just underneath that, Geno reads Co-host (Coach’s Corner). “They want to put you on air with Don Cherry?” Like that’s not going to end in a bloodbath, and it won’t be Sid’s. Geno can barely believe that windbag is still breathing, never mind still trying to prove he knows squat about hockey.

“I’m not doing that one,” Sid says firmly. “I don’t care what they offer.”

Geno takes a second to think about it, though. The mental image of Sid sitting next to Don Cherry, ignoring every idiotic thing that comes out of his mouth before offering a commentary that amounts to him saying nothing, simultaneously horrifies and amuses him.

“Not important right now anyway,” he says. It’s not like either of them needs the work.

They do, however, have to decide what and how much to say about their relationship, and to whom. Sid looks at the list of potential interviewers and wrinkles his nose.

Then he looks at page two, which Geno presumes is a list of all the people he needs to call back. One name in particular stands out, mostly because Sid hasn’t had need for an agent in two years.

“Fuck it,” Sid says decisively. “I’m calling Brisson.”

*


  Epilogue: The Postgame



  The thing about being famous is that people start thinking they have a right to your opinions. Then, once you express them, they think they have the right to misquote, to take things out of context, or to rake you over the coals. I quickly found the whole thing tedious, so I developed a strategy.



  My teammates thought it was a game. And it was, sometimes. How little could I get away with saying without anyone noticing? How long could I go without the interviewers noticing my answers were essentially meaningless? 



  About fourteen years, it turns out.



  Of course I slipped up sometimes. I’ll be the first to admit I’m not perfect. But for the most part, those times I slipped up—I just didn’t care enough, I think, about what people thought. 



  But I’m retired now, and I’m all out of fucks to give—thanks for that phrase, Taylor—about what other people think. It’s taken me sixteen years to decide I’m done saying nothing. Here it is: the final postgame.



  Fighting in hockey – is probably unnecessary. It’s dangerous and it can cause lasting damage and end someone’s career. It doesn’t set a good example for young fans. It’s also entertaining and fun as hell. Almost nobody gets into a fight they’re not looking for.



  Women in the NHL – I’d like to see this one day. I think first there’s a lot of development needed at other levels, though, or else we’ll risk having a token presence and people saying, “We can’t be sexist because we have a woman!” Like, one woman represents equality. I’ll just be over here rolling my eyes, wondering what it had been like if, at eight years old, I thought one day I might play in the NHL with my sister.



  Visible minority hockey players – are just like all the other guys on the team except, from what a few of them have told me over the years, a) they had to work twice as hard to get there, b) often with fewer resources, c) sometimes while facing discrimination from their own coaches and teammates, and d) they still have to fight to get the same salary considerations. As with any generalization, this probably doesn’t apply to everyone, but I would be surprised if it didn’t hold true as a general pattern. Anyone who says hockey doesn’t care about race is a liar. Even the ice is white.



  Bob McKenzie’s book – genuinely will teach the casual hockey fan a thing or two about the game, if they can stay awake long enough to finish.



  Homophobia – 



  I never did a You Can Play ad. But if I had, it would have gone like this.



  Imagine you’re a hockey player. You love your team. You love the game. You love that your rivals’ fans kind of hate your guts.



  But every time you play in that city, the fans make signs. They call you every name in the book, every slur; they pull out all the stops. The implication is that you are bad because you are these things and these things must be bad because they hate you and they say them to hurt you. Imagine seeing those signs two or three times a year every year for fourteen years.



  Now imagine that they’re true.



  Not all of them, but enough.



  Imagine how you’d feel if people thought they were entitled to that part of your life too. Imagine if people thought they could tell you you were sick or born wrong or would go to hell for choosing to be that way, when you never had a choice at all.



  As a kid, I only ever wanted to play hockey. As an adult, I knew hockey was the only thing I was allowed. You Can Play, sure. Absolutely. But I’d like to see the world get to a place where you’d want to.


*

“That everything?” Geno asks as Sid hefts the last box into the pickup.

Sid looks at the collection of odds and ends they’ve packed away over the past week. Even with Sid’s hockey gear, it barely takes up half the truck bed. “If I forgot anything else, I can just buy a replacement,” he says. “This is everything that matters.”

They secure the boxes with rope, then fit the hard cover into place and lock it.

Apparently there are rituals to perform when closing up a cottage for the winter: turning off the water, setting the thermostat to five degrees, unplugging the electronics. “You going to sell it?”

“That would be a neat trick,” Sid says, finally locking the door behind him for the last time, “considering it’s in Taylor’s name.”

Well, that explains how Sid was able to keep his whereabouts secret: no record of transaction with his name on it.

It doesn’t take long to load Brutus and Clio into the backseat. Clio seems to like Sid’s truck more than she liked Geno’s rental car. She settles on the back of the rear passenger-side seat, her feet tucked neatly under her.

Sid takes the first shift behind the wheel. They pass the café and the arena and are just coming up on the giant statue of the loonie when he says, “You really want to do this.”

Geno rolls his eyes. “Yes.”

“You hate giving interviews in English.”

That’s true, but Geno doesn’t think it would be a very good idea to try to do this one in Russian. Not yet. Maybe someday. “Strombo is okay.”

Sid makes a face. “He’s going to ask us lots of personal questions.”

“That his job, Sid.” Geno narrows his eyes, trying to gauge his mood, but Sid isn’t giving much away. “Besides, I’m think you okay with those now you not trying to impress media anymore.”

“I’m not worried about me.”

Geno has just opened his mouth to say, for the fifty-ninth time, that he’s really okay with this, when Sid continues, “I’m worried about us. I….”

Geno waits him out.

“What if he asks us if we want kids?”

Oh.

They haven’t talked about it since Geno confessed to his failed adoption attempt. Partly, he thinks, because they were busy with other things, but probably also because Sid was trying to give him space to grieve. “I tell him you want whole hockey team.”

“But what about what you want?”

Sid only has his left hand on the wheel right now, so Geno reaches over to take his right. “Not stop wanting kids just because Russia tell me no, Sid.”

Sid exhales a long, slow breath Geno can practically feel.

But he knows he needs to go on, even if the admission hurts. “Maybe not ready to try again yet, because not ready to hear no again. But I’m still want.”

Sid nods and takes his hand back briefly to turn onto the highway. “Okay. And six is a good number for you?”

Geno snorts as Sid reaches across the cab again. “Maybe start with two.”

*

GS: Sidney, I asked you once about openly gay players in the league.

SC: You’re not going to give me shit for not coming out on your show back in 2014, are you?

GS: No, no, this way I get two whole episodes out of it, plus this guy.

EM: You never invite me on the show before. Maybe you only do it now because I have famous boyfriend.

GS: Clearly that was a huge oversight on my part. But seriously, that picture of the two of you out for dinner that hit the Internet a week ago—it can’t be the first time you had dinner together, obviously, you were teammates for thirteen years. So is this relationship between you new, or what made you decide to come out now?

[pause]

SC: It’s, the relationship is new, but the foundation it’s built on—that’s been there for a long time. I think that’s probably obvious to anyone who knows us well.

EM: For a long time I’m—everyone knows how I feel about Sid except Sid. But I’m never think is the same for him until Sergei Gonchar tell me I have to read Sid’s book. Very nice love letter.

SC [laughing]: That was about hockey!

GS: So you read the book and then what happened?

EM: Sid very stubborn, not answer any of my phone calls. So of course I want to go see him, find out if—phrase in English is “wishful thinking,” yes? Only nobody knows where he is, and have to find out from his sister. Paparazzi almost catch me at Furies practice and spoil surprise. Have to hide in closet. Actual closet, not metaphor.

SC: Sports media aren’t paparazzi.

EM: They not sports media, they just want to talk to Taylor about you. Paparazzi, Sid.

SC: Whatever.

GS: Obviously you worked things out. Now what?

SC: For the time being, we’re going back to Pittsburgh. That’s where we met, that’s where we feel like we need to be right now. I think we both want to get involved with the hockey scene again, maybe coaching kids’ teams. I did that up in Echo Bay and really enjoyed it.

GS: Okay, that answers the question on a professional level. What about the more personal stuff? Kids, moving in together, marriage—or is it too soon to talk about that?

EM: Can’t get married until he propose, so—have to ask Sid.

SC: Oh, how come I’m the one who has to propose?

EM: I fly from Russia after I read your book. It’s your turn for romantic gesture.

[pause]

GS: So…?

SC: Let me get back to you.

  


