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Summary: 
Sid knew how to smile. He knew how to make the muscles work, how to soften his face into something less rigid. Geno liked him happy. If he wanted Sid easy and pleasant, here at the end, Sid could give him that. Geno asked so little of him.









anything that touches
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You came to the side of the bed

and sat staring at me.

Then you kissed me—I felt

hot wax on my forehead.

I wanted it to leave a mark:

that’s how I knew I loved you.

Because I wanted to be burned, stamped,

to have something in the end—

I drew the gown over my head;

a red flush covered my face and shoulders.

It will run its course, the course of fire,

setting a cold coin on the forehead,

between the eyes.

You lay beside me; your hand moved over my face

as though you had felt it also—

you must have known, then, how I wanted you.

We will always know that, you and I.

The proof will be my body.


—Louise Glück, “The Encounter” 


When one is alone and lonely, the body

gladly lingers in the wind or the rain,

or splashes into the cold river, or

pushes through the ice-crusted snow. 

Anything that touches. 


—Mary Oliver 



Someone had taken up the rug. 

Sid, kneeling on thin laminate, was conscious of his left knee as a dull throb of pain. His jaw, stretched a little too wide, was a secondary ache, less insistent—a warm yellow on the heatmap of his body. Mario was too big for him to take comfortably, but he had learned over the years to relax into the intrusion, to let the discomfort fade into the background, a low hum of static in his mind. 

The television broadcast was on. He could hear the familiar cadences of Mearsy’s voice, though he had to strain to make out the words. The game was tied at two, three minutes gone in overtime. 

Mario’s big hand cupped the back of his skull. Sid shifted a little, trying to relieve the pressure on his knee. Fingers slid into his hair, and held him still. 

Mario was close, now, each breath a familiar rasp. The sour tang of his precome coated Sid’s tongue.

“And Malkin takes the stretch pass,” Mearsy said, his voice rising. “And he’s charging up the left wall, outstripping the defenders—”

The crowd was roaring beyond the glass. Mario made a noise and rolled his hips up, pressing deeper. His fingers tightened in Sid’s hair. 

The goal horn blared. Mario groaned, a low rumble in his chest. 

“And that’ll do it!” Mearsy shouted. “Evgeni Malkin, in overtime—and your Pittsburgh Penguins are officially heading to the playoffs!” 

Beyond the glass of the owner’s box, the arena was going wild. Sid leaned against the side of the chair, his face half-hidden against Mario’s leg. He could imagine Geno on the ice below, roaring in triumph, his team spilling over the boards to meet him. 

Above him Mario sighed, long and languorous. His hand slipped down to the back of Sid’s neck, fingers stroking the soft leather of the collar. 

“Well,” he said. “I think that calls for a celebration. A team effort, don’t you think?” 

If Mario gave him to the locker room, it would mean another hour spent kneeling on thin carpet, unyielding concrete beneath. He’d be limping the rest of the week. 

“It was Geno’s goal,” he said quietly, staring down at the polished toe of Mario’s loafer.

It was a risk. He might be sent down to the room after all, or gifted to someone else, to remind him who did the choosing. But Mario was in a good mood tonight—indulgent, relaxed. He only laughed, and lifted his hand from Sid’s neck. 

“All right,” he said. “Go on, then, Sidney. Give our captain his reward.” 

*

The locker room was raucous. Someone had cranked up the music so loud Sid could feel the thump of the bass in his chest. He leaned against the wall across from the closed doors of the room, his hands shoved in his pockets. 

A middle-aged couple in Pens jerseys waited across from him, huddled against the wall watching the arena staff milling past. Somebody’s parents, maybe. The woman’s gaze slid over Sid, and caught, lingering at his throat. She drew her purse to her side and looked away, murmuring something to her husband. 

Duper stuck his head out the door. “Sid!” he called over the noise. “Come to celebrate?”

Sid straightened up, avoiding the couple’s eyes. “Just here for Geno.” 

“Lucky bastard,” Duper said. “He’s in the showers. You want to wait inside?” 

It was even louder through the doors. The coaching staff had disappeared, turning the room over to the team. Guys were laughing and shouting over the music, snapping towels at each other. 

“Party’s here!” somebody yelled. “Compliments of Mario, eh?” 

Duper steered him through the crowded room, his big hand clapped over Sid’s shoulder. 

“Hands off, boys,” he said. “He’s G’s tonight.” 

“I’ll be quick, Croz,” Sestito said, groping himself through his leggings. “Come on, the big guy’s still in the showers.” 

“And he’ll bag skate you when he gets back,” Duper said. “Go on, Sid.” He pushed him gently forward. 

Geno’s stall was in the center of the room. It took Sid a few minutes to dig a space for himself, sorting through Geno’s discarded gear and putting everything neatly in its place. When he was finished, he sat down to wait, leaning his head back against the stall.

The guys had already forgotten about him. He was a fixture here, as unremarkable as a utility cart, and tonight he was untouchable; tonight he was Geno’s. He closed his eyes and listened to the familiar sounds of the room: guys stripping off, talking and laughing, making plans to go out. They were deep into the season, the team banged up and worn down, half the guys nursing slow-healing injuries. But the mood was buoyant. It had been a good year. It might still be a better one. 

Somebody turned the music down. For a moment after, Sid could feel the bass still, a dull throb behind his breastbone. 

“You captain now, Sid?” 

He opened his eyes, blinking against the light. 

Geno stood over him, naked except for the towel slung low around his hips. His skin was flushed pink all over from the heat of the showers, his dark hair dripping water. He was grinning.

“Hey,” Sid said. 

“You take my seat,” Geno said. “I think you talk to press now, too, okay? It’s deal? 

Sid smiled up at him. “You want it back?” 

“No, stay.” Geno toweled off, brisk and efficient, and bent to pick up his sweats. “You mine tonight, Sid?” 

Sid let his gaze for a moment wander over the curve of Geno’s spine, his finely muscled back. It was okay to look. Expected, even. 

“Mario said the whole night, if you want it.” 

“Mm, I don’t know.” Geno gave him a teasing onceover. “Little bit scrawny. Maybe I send back.” 

“I’ll take him if you won’t, G,” Kuni said from a few stalls down. 

“Fuck off, Kuni,” Geno said without looking at him. He knelt by Sid’s feet, reaching to fish his slides out from under the bench. “You hungry, Sid? We get dinner?” 

A bright bubble swelled in Sid’s chest, an immense pressure behind his ribs.

“I could eat, yeah,” he said. “If you want.” 

*

At home Geno dumped the takeaway bags on the kitchen counter and began digging out a range of chipped serving bowls from the cabinets. 

“Out, out,” he said, nudging Sid out of the way with his hip. “Go relax. I take care.” 

“I’m not the one who played three periods tonight,” Sid said. “And anyway, I’m—Mario sent me to look after you.” 

“Okay, I give special job.” Geno dumped a carton of drunken noodles into a serving bowl and pressed it into Sid’s hands. “Have to eat whole bowl—can’t waste.” 

Sid rolled his eyes, but he accepted the bowl. Experience had taught him it was futile to point out that only one of them needed hockey player portions. 

“We eat kitchen, or TV?” Geno frowned, poking around in the plastic bags until he turned up an extra carton. “Here, have dumpling. You want two?” 

“The den’s fine,” Sid said, dodging the extra dumpling. “Hey, we could watch Mad Max.” 

Geno shot him a suspicious look. “You don’t like,” he said. “Too much explosion. Not enough fact about airplane.” 

Geno had watched a WWII documentary once, slept through most of it, and never let Sid forget it. 

“I’ll pick next time,” Sid said, with a slight pang.

In the den they sat cross-legged on the floor, plates arrayed before them on Geno’s massive coffee table. Geno immediately set about picking the vegetables out of his noodles and dropping them on Sid’s plate.

“You watch game?” he asked, waggling his eyebrows. “See me score?” 

The blare of the goal horn; the roar of the crowd. A familiar sour tang flooded Sid’s mouth. He swallowed a half-chewed lump of noodles, tamping down the urge to gag.

“Guess I’ll have to catch the highlights,” he said. 

Geno groaned, falling back against the sofa. “Sid, how you miss? It’s like, play of year. Maybe they give me Hart, just for best goal—”

He was hamming it up, trying to make Sid laugh, and Sid felt that bubble swelling in his chest again, rising in his throat. The last, something in him thought, edged with a kind of hysteria: the last, never again, not like this—

He cleared his throat. “You guys look good out there. New system’s an improvement, eh?” 

Geno nodded. “It’s not, like, defense, defense,” he said. “Can get puck, shoot. Can play. Team’s happy.” 

“And what about you,” Sid said, watching him. “You’re happy?”

Geno poked at a dumpling with his chopsticks instead of answering. “You want last?” he said, and Sid put a hand over his plate. 

“I’m full,” he said.

“You skinny,” Geno said, but he ate the dumpling himself. He looked out over the living room, chewing, frowning. 

“I think it’s good year,” he said finally. “You know? Good team, good mood in room. But I always think. Every year I think—maybe, maybe.” 

He shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. He wasn’t smiling anymore, and it made him look older, the lines around his eyes and mouth carved deeper than usual. Sid knew it weighed on Geno. A generational talent, the purported savior of the franchise—but Geno was thirty now, a decade in the league, and he had never brought a Cup home to Pittsburgh. 

Sid pressed his socked foot against Geno’s ankle. 

“You’ve got the depth,” he said quietly. “And the system’s really clicking. Whatever Sully’s doing, the guys are buying in.” 

He leaned over and rapped his knuckles on an empty square of coffee table. Geno, watching him, smiled faintly. 

“Yes, good, you don’t jinx,” he said. “Always look out for me, Sid.” 

He looked up then, and held Sid’s gaze. His expression was unusually serious. 

Sid looked away first, his face a little hot. 

“Yeah, well,” he said. “You’re my team.” 

*

He didn’t mean to drift off. He’d been sleeping badly for weeks, tossing and turning through restless nights. It was warm here, and safe, and the distant soundtrack of explosions lulled him into a drowsy half-sleep.

“Sid,” Geno said quietly, some time later. 

Sid blinked, and blinked again. He had slumped down on the sofa, his head resting against Geno’s shoulder. At some point Geno must have draped a blanket over them both; Sid was almost too warm now, tucked in against Geno’s side. 

“Sorry,” he said. He turned his face into Geno’s arm, pressing his nose against the soft, worn fabric of his sleeve, and let himself pretend, for a moment, to be muzzier than he really was. 

“It’s good you sleep,” Geno said. “Look tired, Sid.” 

Sid tilted his face up to look at him.

Geno was watching him, his eyes dark and serious. It was hard to read his expression, half-shadowed as it was. But when Sid’s lips parted, just a little, Geno’s gaze slipped down to his mouth, and caught there. 

Sid’s heart thumped slow and heavy in his chest. Time felt strange and syrupy slow, as if he were asleep, still, and dreaming. As if anything might happen next, any strange and impossible thing. 

“G,” he murmured. “I could—if you want me—” 

It was a mistake. He knew it before the words had even left his mouth. 

A spasm of emotion flickered across Geno’s face. Then he pulled away, taking the heat of his body with him. He leaned forward and began stacking half-empty plates and bowls on the coffee table. 

“Getting late,” was all he said. “Time for sleep.” 

Sid watched him for a moment—his broad back, the stiff line of his shoulders. There was a hollow ache in his chest, a sad deflated feeling. 

“Let me clean up,” he said. “You bought the food.” 

“I can do,” Geno said stiffly. “You tired, Sid. Guest room is ready.” 

He got up then, and went into the kitchen without looking back. Sid could hear the clanking of bowls and plates in the sink, and then the sound of running water. 

The television was dark. He touched the familiar edge of the blanket, the fabric soft and worn from too much washing. Then he drew his hand back, fingers curled in against his palm. 

“Okay,” he said. “Night, then.” 

*

He dreamt of dark water. 

In the dream it was a lake, sometimes—a vast lake ringed with bristling black trees, the surface of the water still and dark as polished stone. But more often it was the sea: cold and lonely, the currents too powerful to fight. In the dream he could never swim. His legs were broken, or his spine; or he was dressed in his old gear, his skates like cinder blocks around his feet, his pads sodden with water. Dark water closed over his head and he sank, down and down and down into the deepest trenches of the sea, the dark places where the light never touched. 

It took such a long time to drown. The body was a stubborn animal, a kicking, fighting thing, choking for the next useless breath, and the next, till the lungs filled with water. The pressure, that deep, was unbearable. 

Sid woke gasping in the dark, choking on air, his fingers scrabbling at the tight band of the collar. For a moment he was lost, terrified in the darkness. He kicked the blankets down and flung himself up, stumbling blindly forward till he caught hold of something solid. A bedpost. Polished wood. 

The hulking shapes around him slid sideways into the familiar. Geno’s guestroom: the four-post bed, the nightstand. His overnight bag was neatly packed on the dresser. Across the room the large standing mirror showed him his reflection, his face a pale moon floating in a pool of darkness. 

He was drenched in sweat, his shirt sticking to his back. He went over to draw back the curtains, cracking the windows to let in a breath of cool night air. 

There hadn’t been any water. 

His mind had filled it in after—trying, in a confused and fumbling way, to make a story of what had only been animal fear and pain. The pull of the current, the crushing pressure of the deep: all of that had been something else, really, a terror that warped and shattered sense. His memories of the accident had never returned. Only the dream, and what came after: the narrow hospital bed, and the night nurse who had held his hand while he cried.

He leaned his forehead now against chilled glass, and traced the thick band of the collar, hooking his index finger through the cold metal ring. Mario’s little joke—a reminder he had Sid leashed. From here he could see the windows of the master suite at the far end of the house. He had never been inside, only glimpsed the room in passing through a door left ajar. Rumpled sheets and clothes strewn everywhere: the familiar clutter and chaos of Geno’s home. 

That was where Geno was sleeping. Sprawled out in the big bed, snoring softly. 

Sid could go to him. Geno would wake up, a little groggy, maybe. He would bring Sid down to the kitchen and turn on all the lights—making Sid tea, making him laugh, banishing the darkness.

Geno, a voice in Sid’s head said, a needy little whine. I could—if you want me—

He jerked at the ring with vicious force: a dog straining, choking itself on its lead. 

Shut up, he thought. Shut up, shut up, shut up. 

*

When he woke again, it was to the smell of pancakes sizzling on the griddle downstairs. He lay on his side, curled in on himself, his eyes still closed. The pillow was soft beneath his cheek, the blankets warm and piled high over him. Morning light slanted in through the curtains, suffusing the room in soft yellows. 

Downstairs Geno was standing at the stove, poking at the pancakes with a spatula and frowning. He was in his boxers and a long-sleeved Pens shirt, white socks pulled up high on his skinny calves. His hair stuck up every which way. He hadn’t fussed with it yet, to hide where it was thinning.

Sid lingered in the doorway, his fingers curled in the too-long sleeves of Geno’s old hoodie. He let himself look, as if he could take a snapshot in his memory. Something to hold onto, after. Some keepsake that proved he’d once been here. 

Geno looked up and saw him. He smiled easily. 

“Sid,” he said. “Sleep okay?” 

Sid made an affirmative noise, and slid into the kitchen. “Can I help with anything?” 

“No, no, sit,” Geno said, directing him with the spatula. “Drink coffee, juice. Watch bird. You see red guy today?”

“Cardinal,” Sid said automatically. He drifted over to look out the big bay windows, at the little birdhouse swinging from the deck. “I don’t see him yet.”

“He come later,” Geno said. “He know you here.” 

He flipped the pancakes, whistling to himself. Sid stood there at the table, his hand on the carved back of the chair. He loved Geno’s huge estate, a vast wooded expanse, half wild and teeming with animals. There were foxes, and coyotes who howled in the night, and deer who crept through in the mornings, picking a delicate path across the frosted grass. 

Geno came up behind him. He pressed a warm hand against Sid’s back, reaching around him to set down the plates. 

“I’ll get the syrup,” Sid said, and drew away. 

They ate together at the far end of Geno’s massive kitchen table. It was the perfect size for hosting—Sid had always liked to imagine Geno here with his friends, laughing and talking, the wine flowing freely. 

“You’ll drive me?” he said to Geno. 

Geno nodded. “Skate today, I think. Little bit, with new guy.” 

“How do you like him so far?” Sid had followed the trade rumors with interest. Vasily Novikov—twenty-nine, right wing, fifty-five points on the season—had been a splashy and unexpected acquisition, a testament to management’s hopes for the postseason. 

Geno made a noncommittal noise, helping himself to another glass of orange juice. He’d been close-lipped about the trade rumors—worried, maybe, that it wouldn’t pan out. 

“I was watching some old tape on YouTube,” Sid said, leaning forward. “The two of you in Sochi, eh? You looked good together. You think Sully’s gonna bump him to your line?” 

“I don’t know,” Geno said. 

“He hasn’t lost that shot,” Sid said. “Those one-timers—you think they’ll try him on the top powerplay? See if he can’t spark something?” 

“Sid, I say I don’t know,” Geno said abruptly. “It’s coach’s job, okay? He decide.” 

Sid shut up. He looked down at his plate, his throat tight. Neither of them spoke for a moment. Geno finished one pancake in grim silence, then started in on the next. 

“You like something else?” he said, frowning at Sid’s plate. “Oatmeal? Egg?” 

“This is fine,” Sid said. He cut off a tiny corner of pancake. “Thank you.” 

Behind the glass, little sparrows chirruped and trilled around the bird feeder, flapping their wings in each other’s faces as they pecked furiously at the seeds. 

“You hear from professor, Sid?” 

Sid cut off another square. “He sent me some info about summer classes.”

Geno brightened. “That’s good.” 

“It’s not—it wasn’t just me,” Sid said. “I’m sure he sent it to everyone who took the class.” 

“You get best grade on final,” Geno said firmly. “He don’t say to everybody, should take more class, should do degree.” 

He said it confidently, as if he had called the man himself to confirm it. Sid said nothing, just picked at the ragged edge of a pancake. 

“Okay, so you take,” Geno said. “Summer class? Start after playoff?”

“I don’t know,” Sid said. “You know I’m—you know my contract’s up soon. End of season.” 

Geno stilled for a moment. Then he forked a huge chunk of pancake into his mouth and began to chew slowly, looking out the window. 

“Yes,” he said. “You ask for renew?” 

His tone was politely neutral. Sid swallowed. 

“He’s not—he won’t be making an offer,” he said. “He’s been interviewing.” 

Geno knew, probably. Everyone knew. Mario hadn’t made an official announcement yet, but there had been fresh-faced young hopefuls tripping in and out of the front office for weeks, vying for the collar Sid wore now. Sid had seen it coming for months—for years, maybe, if he was being honest with himself. But it was the first time he’d said it out loud. 

“It makes sense,” Sid said aloud, staring down at his plate. “I’ll be thirty in August. That’s old, to serve a team. And I’ve been with the Pens a long time.” 

“Ten year,” Geno said quietly. 

A decade. It had seemed inconceivable when Sid signed. Pen pressed to paper, his hand trembling so badly he’d smudged the wet ink, smearing the C in Crosby. #87, he’d nearly added beneath it: a reflex from years spent autographing sticks and pucks outside the rink. 

“Yeah,” he said. “Ten years.” 

“What you do next, Sid?” 

A bird took off from the feeder outside, the empty house swinging in its wake. Sid watched it rise, higher and higher, on some current of air. He saw himself, as if in a dream, sliding out of his chair. Crawling beneath the table, to kneel at Geno’s feet. Please. Please.

He needed so little. Somewhere to sleep at night. Something to eat; clothes to wear. Geno could—he could keep him for guests, if he didn’t want Sid himself. Sid would be quiet, so quiet Geno would barely know he was there. A specter flitting through the upstairs rooms, touching nothing, hardly even disturbing the air. 

“I’m still considering my options,” Sid said. He cleared his throat. “We should probably get going. I’ll do the dishes, if you want to change.” 

He got up and took his plate to the sink. The mass of the soggy, chewed-up pancake in the disposal turned his stomach.

Behind him, Geno pushed back his chair. A moment later Sid felt fingertips brush against the crook of his elbow, feather-light. 

“Sid,” Geno said quietly. “Maybe it’s good thing, you know? Maybe it’s time for change.”

Sid jabbed at the mess in the disposal till it cleared, sucked down into the waiting blades below. 

“Yeah,” he said. 

“I know you’re long time with Mario.” Geno’s hand slipped away. “It’s big change for you. Little bit scary, maybe. But I think it’s good, you know? Try different thing. Try new.” 

Sid knew how to smile. He knew how to make the muscles work, how to soften his face into something less rigid. Geno liked him happy. If he wanted Sid easy and pleasant, here at the end, Sid could give him that. Geno asked so little of him. 

He put the plate down in the sink. “You’re right,” he said, in as natural a voice as he could manage. “It’ll be good to try something new.” 

*

At the practice facility they parted ways in the atrium. Geno ruffled Sid’s hair and headed off to the room, smiling. Sid took the stairs to Mario’s office, his overnight bag slung over his shoulder. 

Upstairs, Mario’s secretary was tapping away at her keyboard. She glanced up at him. 

“He’s in his office,” she said. “You’re to head on back.” 

“Thanks,” Sid said. The stapler on her desk was crooked. He nudged it over with his fingertip, lining it up neatly with the tape dispenser. “Has he looked at it yet, do you know?”

Agnes paused her typing and looked at the stapler. Sid drew his hand back. 

“He hasn’t mentioned it,” Agnes said. 

“But you gave it to him, right?” Sid said. “You gave him the folder?” 

“Last week, yes. With the other applications.” At the look on his face, Agnes sighed. “Sid, you know how he is. Everything on his own time. He won’t take kindly to nagging.” 

“I know,” Sid said. “But they’re interviewing soon, aren’t they?” 

Agnes shrugged. “It’s not in the calendar yet,” she said. “Speaking of interviewing—” 

She cast a meaningful look at the closed door of Mario’s office. Something leaden settled in the pit of Sid’s stomach. 

“She’s here?” 

Agnes nodded. She glanced around the empty waiting room, then leaned forward over the desk, lowering her voice. “They’re going to have to burn that couch when he’s finished. He spent all weekend with her, too. Chartered a jet and flew her to New York to meet his friends.” 

It had been years since Mario had felt the urge to show Sid off. But he remembered it still—the discreet little gatherings in penthouse suites. The private jets where pretty stewardesses were tipped a small fortune to sit discreetly behind a curtain and hear nothing, and serve refreshments after. 

“You think it’ll be her, then,” he said. 

“Oh, she’s got him wrapped around her little finger,” Agnes said. “And she knows it. Parades around the place like she’s the queen of England, not a collared pet.” She made a face. “We’ll all miss you around here, Sidney. You’ve always been so discreet. Half the time I forget, you know.” 

*

He went down the hallway to Mario’s office, the plush carpeting swallowing up the sound of his footsteps. Agnes was speaking to someone on the phone, her voice a murmur behind him. At the door Sid paused a moment, then went softly in.

Mario was sitting on the large sofa at the far end of the room. A dark-haired girl straddled his lap, her skirt hiked up around her thighs. She was topless, and the slow, sinuous grind of her hips left little to the imagination. Mario was a big man, and the girl was small, a delicate little thing. Sid wondered if it hurt her, to take him all the way inside. 

He let his bag slide from his shoulder. He crossed the room to them and sank to his knees beside the sofa, next to Mario’s knee. 

“Sidney,” Mario said, his voice even. “You remember Talia, of course.” 

Sid nodded. He kept his eyes down, listening to the sounds of their fucking. Mario had always enjoyed an orgasm in the late morning: a leisurely fuck over the arm of the sofa, or a warm mouth under his desk, something to spill into before he tucked himself away and left for lunch and his tee time at the club. That had been Sid’s first indication that change was coming, months ago, when Agnes started turning him away at the desk instead of sending him back. 

The girl draped her slim arms around Mario’s neck, murmuring something in his ear. He smiled, and slid a hand up her bare back. 

“Generous of you, chérie,” he said. “But Sidney here doesn’t care for women. Geno will have sent him home satisfied, I’m sure.” 

He rolled his pelvis up. Talia made a soft noise, her back stiffening. 

“Sir,” she breathed. “I’m close, sir—may I—”

“Oh, sweetheart,” Mario said tenderly. “You may not.” 

But he spread his thighs wider, and gripped her slim hips, fucking up into her in short, brutal stabs. Talia grew noisier, making little pleading noises, the soft curve of her breasts trembling as she gasped and shook in his lap. There was the familiar quickening of Mario’s breathing; there was the low, ragged groan, as he pushed up and held her still, finishing deep inside. Talia whimpered once—a high, hurt sound—and then she went quiet, slumped against Mario’s broad chest, pliant as a doll. 

Mario murmured something in French. He stroked the curve of her naked back and murmured to her—foolish, nothing words, his voice low and liquid warm. 

“Some good news,” he said at last. “Talia and I have reached an agreement on terms. We filed the paperwork last night.” 

Talia turned her face towards Sid, her head still resting against Mario’s chest. Her eyes lingered on Sid’s collar, as if she were weighing it in her mind, imagining what that kind of security would feel like around her own throat. 

“Congratulations,” Sid said. 

“I know we’d discussed a possible extension, just through the postseason,” Mario said. “But I don’t think there’ll be any need. Talia will shadow you the next few weeks, and take the collar at the season’s end. It’ll be a nice little incentive for the playoffs, don’t you think? A fresh prize for the boys to compete for.” 

Sid curled his fingers in against his palms. “Yes,” he said. “They’ll be happy.” 

Mario slid his big hand down to rest in the small of Talia’s back. His wedding ring glinted in the light. 

“This one drove a hard bargain,” he said. “You were much sweeter, Sidney. I don’t recall you even negotiating terms. Just signed where you were told and let me have you, isn’t that right?”

Sid stared at the edge of the sofa cushion: a dark blue fabric, heavy and expensive. They’ll have to burn it after, Agnes had said. He imagined it bursting into flames, a sudden conflagration—hot tongues of fire licking at the thick carpet, the heavy drapes, the whole office consumed in a fiery blaze. 

“It was a long time ago,” he said. “I don’t really remember.” 

Mario’s smile dimmed. Talia’s eyes flicked up to meet Sid’s. Her expression was sharper for a moment, less sleepy. 

Idiot, it said. 

“Well,” Mario said, his voice a little colder. “Perhaps it’s for the best that we’re parting ways. Time has certainly dulled the acquaintance.”

He slid Talia off his lap, depositing her without ceremony on the sofa beside him. “Clean her up,” he said sharply to Sid. “I won’t have a mess.” 

Talia licked her lips, her gaze fixed on Sid. She spread her slim legs wider, showing him the slick mess of her cunt. She had a competitor’s instincts. He could respect that, at least. 

“Yes, sir,” Sid said, and shuffled forward on his knees. 

*

In the elevator afterwards, Talia touched up her lipstick in the mirrored panels. She smacked her lips, staring at her reflection. 

“You really shouldn’t annoy him,” she said. “You’ll need the references, at your age.” 

Sid leaned against the handrail, watching her. She was pretty, of course, with that long silky hair, and wide dark eyes that made her look perpetually surprised. He wasn’t sure he would have pegged her as Mario’s type. But it had been a long time since he felt sure he knew what Mario liked. 

“You shouldn’t ask to come,” Sid said aloud. “He prefers it when you don’t.” 

She glanced at him in the mirror then. Her expression was almost pitying. 

“Yes,” she said. “But first he likes to tell you no.” 

The elevator doors slid open with a soft ding. She stepped out into the atrium without glancing back: head up, spine straight, her heels click-clack, click-clacking, all the way across the tile. 

*

A few of the guys were practicing at the far end of the rink, Geno and the new winger among them. The d-men broke off when they saw Sid, skating over to the bench.

“Hey, man,” Scuds said. “You see Mario today?”

They crowded around him, expressions eager. Sid knew what they were really asking. 

“It’s going to be her,” he said. “The contract’s signed.” 

Scuds whooped, fist-pumping the air. Schultzy dug an elbow into his side. 

“Jesus Christ,” he muttered. “Raised in a fucking barn, eh?” 

“Sorry, Sid,” Scuds said, not looking particularly apologetic. “You don’t have a cunt, you know? No offense.” 

“None taken,” Sid said, curling his fingers in the too-long sleeves of Geno’s hoodie.

“So what’s she like?” Colesy asked. “Give us your professional opinion, Croz.”

“She’ll know how to handle you guys, that’s for sure,” Sid said. 

“Ooh, is she mean? Don’t tell Geno.” They laughed.

Geno skated over at the sound of his name. “What you say, huh?” he said, smacking Schultzy’s ass with his stick. 

“Sid says the new girl’s your type, G,” Colesy said. “Tall, hot, and mean as hell.” 

“I didn’t say that,” Sid said, but they were too busy ribbing Geno to listen. The glee in their voices was palpable. It must have been a relief to be allowed to talk about it, finally, after weeks of hushed speculation. Mario was right: a new girl would fire them up, heading into the postseason. Somebody fresh to impress, to compete for. 

“It’ll be weird, not having you around,” Schultzy said to Sid. 

“Hey, you never know,” Scuds said. “Maybe you’ll find something close by, eh?” 

Geno was busy messing with his glove. He didn’t meet Sid’s eyes. 

“I’ll be around,” Sid said. “Another few weeks.”

“Gonna make the most of it,” Colesy said. “No way her cunt’s better than your ass.” 

“Hundred bucks,” Geno said, his voice sharp. 

“What, seriously? C’mon, man, it’s a compliment. Sid, tell him.” 

“Two hundred,” Geno said. “And you buy dinner.” 

Colesy rolled his eyes and pushed off the boards. “Whatever,” he said. “You working today, Croz?”

“Not unless you wash your balls,” Sid called after him. 

“Gonna smell like roses for you, buddy!” 

The others whooped and laughed, elbowing each other off the ice. 

“I fine you too,” Geno said, though the corner of his mouth twitched up a little. He leaned against the boards, watching Sid. 

“Put it on Mario’s tab,” Sid said. “You done for the day?” 

“Couple more drill.” Geno looked out over the ice. “You come over tonight?” 

Sid did a double take. “What, you guys played a game? Must’ve missed it.” 

“So bad at chirp,” Geno groaned, but he flashed him a grin. “You fall asleep last night. We finish movie.” 

“Think I got the gist of it,” Sid said. “Lemme see—there was a car chase in the desert, and then another one, and then they tried to blow up the White House, right?”

Geno laughed. “See, you don’t know! We finish, okay? Maybe I make pasta you like. Red sauce, little peppers?” 

From anybody else it would’ve been a booty call. Outside of working hours, Sid was Mario’s, not the team’s. The younger guys liked to push it sometimes, texting him at two in the morning when they were horny and couldn’t sleep: cmon Sid I’m dying, I’ll send an uber. But Geno never did. They saw each other at the rink, and on the road, and on those nights Mario sent Sid home with him—an unasked-for prize, someone Geno had to entertain for the night. 

Across the ice, Novikov slapped another puck into the net. 

“I’m booked tonight,” Sid said lightly. “Dinner party.” He nodded at Novikov. “You gonna introduce me to your friend?”

Geno’s smile slipped. “You friend with all Canada? He’s guy I play with.” 

“Okay,” Sid said slowly. “You gonna introduce me to the guy you play with?” 

“You don’t like him,” Geno said, mulish.

“Kinda my job to like him, bud,” Sid said, trying for lightness. But Geno didn’t crack a smile. Instead he pushed off the boards without another word, skating out to center ice with long smooth strides. 

Novikov glanced up as he approached. They exchanged words in Russian—Geno’s tone sharp, almost staccato. Novikov’s gaze slid over to Sid. 

Sid raised a hand in greeting. 

Novikov watched him for a moment, his expression blank. Then he turned and, with vicious accuracy, slapped another puck into the net: top shelf, right corner. Neither of them looked back. 

*

Sid crossed the Lemieuxs’ yard in the dark after dinner, picking his way carefully through the grass. Light spilled out of the kitchen windows, the trees casting long shadows across the lawn. Nathalie Lemieux had been working with the landscapers all week, readying the beds for spring. The covered pool was ringed with uprooted shrubs, their tangled white roots exposed, leaving holes in the earth like dark little graves.

Nathalie answered the back door on the first knock. She looked at him, her face blank. 

“Mario said—” Sid began. 

“I know why you’re here,” Nathalie said. “Take your shoes off outside. Don’t track mud on my carpet.” 

He toed his shoes off by the side door and followed her silently through the mud room and into the kitchen. The house was warm, the air redolent with the aromas of rosemary and roasted garlic. In the kitchen Nathalie was in the middle of washing up, the sink overflowing with dishes. Soft jazz played through the speakers.

“I’ll need you out of the guesthouse that Saturday after the season ends,” Nathalie said, her back to him. “He’s got contractors coming over the weekend. And you’ll need to clear your things out of the basement, too—that junk in the back room.” 

“I can get it tomorrow,” Sid said. 

“No,” Nathalie said. “The girls are coming for dinner. I’ll put it out back.” 

He went down the hallway alone. The door at the end of the hall was ajar, lamplight spilling out into the darkness. 

Mario’s study was a large, dimly lit room, the walls paneled in dark wood. There were a few rows of books bound in expensive leather, but most of the shelves were crowded with hockey memorabilia—game pucks and signed sticks and framed photographs of Mario with his friends: Gretzky, Yzerman, Jagr. The whole array was dominated by a huge framed photograph of a younger Mario hoisting the Cup aloft over his head, the C emblazoned on his jersey, a huge grin splitting his face.

There were only three of them tonight: Eugene Roscoe, a short, stout man who did something in finance, and a thin man called Elias Andersen, and Mario. They were drinking, Scotch by the smell of it, ice clinking softly against the sides of their glasses. 

Sid padded silently across the room, and knelt beside Mario’s leather armchair, fixing his gaze on the carpet. A moment later Mario’s hand settled heavily over the back of his neck. 

They were discussing the new acquisition. 

“Six points in his last three, eh?” Andersen said. “A steal for the price.” 

“We got him at a bargain,” Mario said. “Some trouble in Tampa. Steve wanted him moved, and we were happy to take him off their hands.”

“Bit of a hothead, is he?” 

“Well, Jim felt the team could use a spark,” Mario said. His fingers caressed the soft leather of the collar. “We’re not expecting any problems here, of course. He and Geno are old teammates.” 

Roscoe leaned forward to pour himself another glass. “A little bird tells me you’ve got something else to celebrate, too. Harry showed me those videos from last weekend—you sly old dog. You must be pretty pleased with yourself.” 

“All credit to the agency.” Sid could hear the faint smile in Mario’s voice. “I gave them my specifications and they delivered a dozen eager candidates. It took weeks to interview them all.” 

“And I’m sure you took your sweet time with it,” Roscoe said, grinning. 

“They’ve gotten quite good at what they do, haven’t they?” Anderson said thoughtfully. “Ten, fifteen years ago, it wasn’t much different than signing a girl off the street. Now they’ve got more talent than they know what to do with. I hear the training process is quite rigorous these days.”

“Well, now, there’s something to be said for putting in the work yourself.” Roscoe gestured towards Sid. “Look at your boy, eh? You remember what he was like when he first got here, eh? And look at him now. He’s a credit to you, Lem.” 

“Mm,” Mario said. “You forget how much work it is. Like housebreaking a puppy. I’m afraid I don’t have the patience these days.” 

“And how’s the wife taking it?” Andersen said. “Jo would have my balls if I collared a sweet young thing like that. A boy’s one thing, you know, but two women under one roof?” He laughed. 

“I fail to see how it’s any business of yours,” Mario said, his voice cold. “But Nathalie and I have a certain understanding.” 

There was a brief, stilted silence. Roscoe cleared his throat. 

“Speaking of your boy, Lem,” he said. “You wouldn’t mind if I—?”

“By all means.” Mario lifted his hand from Sid’s neck. “There’s the guest room upstairs, if you like.” 

“Nothing you haven’t seen before, eh, boys?” Roscoe chuckled, fingers already working at his belt. “Don’t worry, I’ll be quick about it. Nancy’s expecting me home.” 

*

Nathalie was gone when Sid drifted back through the kitchen, though she had left her glass of red wine beside the sink, a smear of lipstick on the rim. He let himself out the back door, bending to put on his shoes. It had begun to rain, a cold drizzle that stung his flushed face as he trudged back across the yard and up the guesthouse stairs. 

It was almost as cold inside as out. The companion’s quarters were an afterthought, hastily constructed after Nathalie put her foot down about Sid living under the same roof as her children. House was a generous descriptor: really it was a large, poorly insulated attic room, tacked on over a garage the Lemieuxs used for storage. The pipes froze most winters, water slowing to a trickle; once or twice they had burst, flooding the garage below.

He switched on the little space heater by the bed and changed out of his clothes, hesitating a moment before digging Geno’s borrowed hoodie out of the hamper and pulling it on. 

His bed was warm, at least, big enough to comfortably accommodate visitors. Under the blankets he scrolled through his phone for a few minutes, checking the scores from the night’s games. There were no new emails in his inbox, but he had a text from Geno, a blurry photo of the bird feeder at dusk. 

Red guy come!! 

Sid typed out a smiley face and pressed send. Geno’s contact image was a photo Geno had taken months ago, stealing Sid’s new phone and filling the camera roll with selfies: image after image of him in a Pens baseball cap making faces at the camera, his tongue a flash of pink in the corner of his mouth. Sid had kept them for weeks, flicking furtively through them until he began to feel sick with guilt, and made himself delete all but one. 

His phone buzzed in his hand. Sid startled at the name on the screen. 

“Sid,” Geno said, warm, when he answered. “You see guy? I tell him he come too late.” 

“Maybe next time,” Sid said. 

He could hear Geno smiling into the phone. “Yes, okay. I make better pancake. This time you like.” 

“I liked them,” Sid said, though he had to grasp for the memory. Breakfast in Geno’s kitchen seemed like a long time ago. 

“Everything okay?” Geno hesitated then, the barest pause. “Who’s there tonight? It’s party?”

“Just a dinner thing,” Sid said. “It’s over now.” 

Roscoe first, then Andersen: Ah, fine, Lem, if you insist. The patter of their conversation continuing unbroken over his head. 

He knew Geno didn’t want the details. Geno might ask—polite, bland questions, like they were making small talk around the water cooler. But the specifics had always made him uncomfortable, even agitated. Sid thought sometimes that Geno saw him as some strange cross between team mascot and low-level equipment lackey: familiar, even endearing, but essentially sexless. 

“I talk to Mario today,” Geno said. “After practice.” 

Sid rubbed a hand over his face. “Yeah?” 

Geno made a sound in his throat. His relationship with Mario had always been a mystery to Sid. For the press, for the team, they were close: Le Magnifique and his protégé. Geno had lived quite happily with the family his first two seasons in Pittsburgh. But there had been less warmth between them with each passing year, and on the rare occasions Sid saw them together, there was always a crackling tension, like a sudden burst of static on the radio. 

“He want tell me about new—ah, collar.” Geno cleared his throat. “New girl. I think maybe he bring her to room, next week. Meet team.” 

“Yeah,” Sid said. “I figured he’d do it soon.” 

Geno was quiet a moment. Then he said, “He want me to meet, too. Maybe, like—take her out, show her city. I don’t know.” 

Sid pulled the front of Geno’s hoodie up over his nose and mouth. He breathed in the clean scent of his detergent. 

“That’s a good idea,” he said. “You’ll probably be spending a lot of time with her. It’ll be good to get to know her.” 

“Maybe you come,” Geno said. “We get lunch. All three.” 

“G,” Sid said. “I don’t think—”

“I buy,” Geno said quickly. “I think it’s fun, you know? We eat food, go for drive. Spend time.” 

Sid stared up at the ceiling. The roof of the guesthouse slanted in at sharp angles, converging over his head. He used to wake sometimes in the night, gripped by terror: the house was collapsing around him, the floor giving way beneath him. He would be crushed in the wreckage, twisted and broken beneath the mangled beams and burst pipes, the rush of water drowning out his cries. 

“Sid?”

“Sorry,” Sid said. “Yeah. I’ll come with you, if that’s what you want.”

*

He couldn’t fall asleep, after. He lay awake in the dark for a long time, curled up on his side. He could see the whole back of the main house from here, rows of windows framed by neat white shutters. The light was burning still in Mario’s study, but the floors above were dark. His gaze drifted higher, and higher, and settled at last, as he knew it would, on the third floor.

That was where Geno had lived, his first two years in Pittsburgh. 

That was where they had met. 

Sid had been in Mario’s service for four months when Evgeni Malkin slipped his handlers in Helsinki and crossed the ocean, chasing a dream. Four months since Sid had opened the door of his motel room and found Mario Lemieux on the other side, all gentle sympathy and fatherly concern. Four months was long enough to learn what it meant, to be collared. Long enough, too, to understand how far short he fell of Mario’s exacting expectations. 

It had been a strange and painful new experience, to learn how profoundly he could disappoint someone. He was used to coaches taking him aside, year after year, and telling him seriously not to waste his gifts. It must have spoiled something in him, made him soft for praise. But there had been precious little of it when he came to Pittsburgh. He had been unpracticed and fumbling, lacking in charm or polish. There was something in him that seemed to irritate the men he knelt for, something in his face maybe, or in the way he held himself, that made them want to hurt him.

It would be worse, Sid had thought, with Malkin. Mario’s friends were strangers, but Evgeni Malkin was—had been—his peer. At World Juniors the Canadians had trounced the Russians, and Sid remembered Malkin clearly: a tall, lanky boy who had clung to a wounded Ovechkin and wept openly after the final buzzer.

In the days leading up to Malkin’s arrival in Pittsburgh, Sid had made himself sick, imagining it. The Russians had a reputation for brutality, and Mario had made it clear he expected Sid to satisfy their new star. Probably Malkin would jeer at him. Maybe he would use Sid in the locker room, in full view of the team. He would exact revenge for that humiliating loss, rubbing Sid’s face in the knowledge of how far he’d fallen, how far beneath Malkin he was now. 

It hadn’t been like that. 

He pressed his knuckles against his mouth. He closed his eyes for a moment, and thought, without wanting to, of Geno—of Malkin, as he was then, a lifetime ago. Malkin had been shyer than he expected, tentative, as he stroked Sid’s thighs, and opened him on his fingers, and pressed slowly inside, his gaze intent on Sid’s face. And when it was done he had taken Sid’s hand in his and held it, and kissed Sid’s knuckles one by one.

It wasn’t the first night Sid remembered, though, but the first morning—what it had felt like, being touched so gently, in the drowsy warmth of a new day.

He lay now in his cold little attic room, watching as the light in Mario’s study finally went dark. In his mind’s eye he saw Mario moving through the silent house, a huge shadowed figure, his footsteps heavy on the stairs. 

In a moment or two, a mattress would shift, and Nathalie would turn wordlessly into the warmth of his body—the day forgotten, his sins forgiven. And Mario would hold her.

*

Sid watched the next practice from his usual spot, high up in the stands. It was midweek, and the place was mostly empty, only a few of the beat reporters and a handful of fans scattered around the stands. Sullivan had the guys doing line rushes, testing out different combinations. 

Vasily Novikov intrigued Sid. He wasn’t a big player, though Sid had watched enough of the scouting tape to see how it worked to Novikov’s advantage. He could hang back long enough for the d-men to forget him, or melt away into a crowd, reappearing seconds later on wide-open ice. 

Geno hadn’t warmed to him yet, but Geno could be touchy sometimes, and the politics of the Russian national team were thorny enough that Sid knew better than to prod at it. Whatever had passed between them off the ice, they locked seamlessly together on it. Sid felt a fluttering of excitement in his stomach, watching Novikov’s crisp pass connecting with Geno’s tape.

“It’s Sidney, right?” 

He startled. A guy in a Steelers hoodie stood in the aisle, looking down at him. He was youngish, in his late twenties maybe, with a patchy beard that he scratched at. He stared at Sid, gaze fixed on the collar. 

“Josh,” he said. “From Pens Now.” He didn’t offer his hand. 

Sid looked away over the ice. “No comment.” 

The press had been relentless his first year in Pittsburgh, like vultures wheeling around a fresh carcass. But he hadn’t been headline news for a long time. These days the only people who bothered him were the real bottom-of-the-barrel types, clickbait gossip sites and puckbunny blogs. 

“Not too friendly, are you?” The seat beside him creaked as Josh dropped himself into it. He was a big guy—an ex-athlete, maybe, a linebacker’s build gone to seed—and he had no qualms about taking up space. His knee knocked against Sid’s, his arm nudging Sid’s off the shared armrest. The stale smell of fried onions clung to his hoodie. 

Sid said nothing. 

“I see you hanging around here a lot,” Josh said. “You like to watch, huh?”

On the ice Sullivan blew his whistle. The lines shuffled and recombined. 

“Come on.” Josh knocked his knee against Sid’s. “Give us a quote, Sid. Hey—when do you think Malkin’s gonna choke this year? First round? Second?” 

Sid drew his arm back. 

“He hasn’t choked,” he said. “They couldn’t get the goaltending last year. Everybody knows that. He was dominating the Bruins series—nine points in six games.” 

“That’s cute,” Josh said. “You memorize his stats? What, so you can stroke his ego while you’re sucking his cock?” 

Sid flushed. Josh’s grin widened. 

“Mailbag’s full of questions about you these days, you know,” he said. “Lotta fans out there hoping you’re gonna end up on the open market. Maybe one of the houses downtown, eh?” 

Sid bit the inside of his cheek. He stared at the ice, trying to focus on the play. Geno broke away. 

Josh leaned further into his space. He turned his head, his breath hot against Sid’s cheek. 

“Bet it’d feel just like home, wouldn’t it. Some guy in a Malkin jersey fucking your ass every night, telling you to call him Geno.” He moaned in Sid’s ear, high and breathy. “Yeah, G, fuck me harder, give me that big fat cock—”

Sid jerked away from him. He was on his feet before his brain had even caught up, tripping over his own bag in his hurry. Josh leaned back in his seat, laughing.

“Fuck you,” Sid said. “Fuck you.” 

He fumbled for his bag, his hands shaking. But Josh caught his wrist, and held it, tight enough to bruise.

“Watch it,” he said, low and mean. “I like a sweeter mouth on my whores.” 

*

Sid took refuge in one of the smaller equipment rooms, a dark little closet packed with unused pads. It stank, like most of the rooms, of stale sweat and medical-grade disinfectant, but the familiar smell grounded him, settling the anxious fluttering in his chest. He slid down the wall behind one of the unused equipment carts, and took out his phone. 

He refreshed his email inbox. Nothing. Agnes had seen him approaching her desk that morning, and shaken her head. No news. No summons, either, from Mario. He flicked through his texts, too, and let himself look for a moment at the blurry photo of the cardinal again, before scrolling on. 

There was a great clattering out in the larger equipment room. Sid startled, and drew his knees into his chest, concealing his feet from view. But it was only the equipment guys—Danny cursing, and Teddy laughing at him. 

“Help me pick that up,” Danny said irritably. More clattering, more swearing.

“You see the new girl today?” Teddy said after a moment. “That dress she had on?” He whistled.

“You think the tits are real?” 

“Dude, who fucking cares? If I’ve got her naked, I’m not asking questions.” 

Danny snorted. “Like she’s gonna fuck you. Those agency girls are fuckin’ high class. I heard the guys say she’s getting six figures a year and a jewelry allowance. Can you believe that shit?” 

“My buddy had one in Boston once,” Teddy said. “Cost him a month’s rent, but he said it’s like getting your dick sucked by a porn star. They’re worth every cent.” 

“Oi, hand me that.” Another clatter. 

“Dude,” Danny said after a moment. “Is Crosby raking in that kind of cash?”

“What, you haven’t seen his jewels?” They both snorted. “Nah, man, collared pussy’s pricier, if you want it on tap like that. And you know Sid’s not—”

Whatever else he said was drowned out by the loud creaking sound of the heavy equipment carts, wheels squeaking as they were pushed out into the hallway. 

Laughter.

“Don’t let G hear you,” Danny was saying. “He fined somebody a thousand bucks last week for saying Sid was—” 

Their voices receded down the hall. Sid clutched his phone in his hand, staring into the darkness. The air felt close and choking. Misery was a cold lump of iron, lodged somewhere behind his heart.

*

The companion’s rooms were in the basement of the practice facility, tucked away between storage closets and unused offices. It was cool downstairs, and quiet, cut off from the noise and traffic of the upper levels. No one wandered down there by mistake; they came looking, or they left him alone. 

Sid had always preferred his clean little rooms to the official suite at the arena, with its huge bed and its ostentatious decor, everything done up in black and gold. The bed here was smaller, big enough for two but not more, and done up in a clean white fitted sheet, fresh for each guest. He would’ve stripped it already, if Beau weren’t sprawled out on the bed still, naked, an arm flung over his eyes. 

“Five more minutes,” he was saying. “C’mon, Sid, what’s the rush? Come here and give me a cuddle.”

“That’s what your girlfriend’s for.” Sid straddled Beau’s thigh and began to wipe him down with a damp washcloth, handling him with brisk efficiency. “Geno wants me for lunch.” 

Beau lifted his arm to look at him, grinning. “Ooh, hot date with the captain? You gonna put out, or are you guys waiting till the wedding night?” He yelped when Sid handled his balls a little more firmly than necessary. “You’re not very nice.”

“I am nice,” Sid said. “I was just nice to you for a whole forty minutes.” 

 

He got up off the bed and started scrubbing at his inner thighs, grimacing at the tacky mess of come and lube. The team wasn’t allowed to fuck him bare, but some of them liked to push Mario’s rules a little; Beau had stripped off the condom and finished all over his ass. What he needed was a shower, but he was really running late now, even by Geno’s elastic standards of punctuality.

“Hot,” Beau said. “Wow. Like watching a dude towel off in the room. You should be a stripper, Croz, I’m getting all worked up again.” 

“Fuck off,” Sid said. “You already got your lapdance.” 

Beau opened his mouth to reply. Then he shut it again, his gaze sliding over Sid’s shoulder.

“Hey there,” he said, in a totally different voice. “Looking for somebody, sweetheart?” 

Sid straightened up. Talia was standing in the doorway, one hand on the doorknob. She was dressed in a tight little black dress and flats, her dark hair swept up into a ponytail. She stared at Beau, her eyes wide and startled. 

“Oh my gosh,” she said, lifting a hand to her mouth. “I’m so sorry. The light wasn’t on.”

“No worries, babe,” Beau said breezily. “It’s been busted for ages. We just knock around here, or come right on in. Croz doesn’t mind, eh? The more the merrier.” He leered a little. 

Talia’s gaze flicked over to Sid, still standing naked by the bed, washcloth in hand. 

“The captain sent me,” she said. “Should I tell him you’re, um—” She hesitated. “Occupied?” 

“We’re done,” Sid said. “He’s just leaving.” 

“He’s kicking me out.” Beau slid a hand down to cup himself, feigning modesty, though the movement just drew Talia’s eyes down to his junk. “I bet you wouldn’t do that to me, sweetheart, would you?”

Color rose in Talia’s cheeks. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “Not—not if you wanted to stay,” she said, and bit her lip, as if stunned by her own daring. 

Beau looked at her. Then he burst out laughing.

“Oh, she’s good, Croz,” he said. “You’re good, babe.” 

“You like that?” The corner of Talia’s mouth twitched up in a smile. “Shy little virgin’s usually a safe bet.”

“Oh, yeah,” Beau said. “Yeah, I could definitely get into that. You gonna ask me how it’s ever gonna fit?” 

“It’s just—you’re so big,” Talia said, all wide-eyed innocence, and then they were both laughing. Beau got up, finally, and sauntered over to shake her hand. 

“Beau,” he said. “Beau Bennett. It’s Talia, right?” 

“Unless you want me to be somebody else,” Talia said. She glanced over at Sid. “Car’s leaving in five. You coming or not?” 

“I’m coming,” Sid said. “Give me a minute.” 

“Hey,” Beau said. “Hey, you should give this guy lessons. He’ll suck your brains out through your dick, but he’s not gonna tell you what a big strong man you are.” 

“Your stuff’s by the door,” Sid said, and went into the bathroom. He could hear them even through the door: the low murmur of Talia’s voice, and Beau’s easy laughter. The washcloth had gone cold, and felt slimy against his skin. 

Beau was gone when he came back out, dressed in his nicest jeans and a clean gray t-shirt. Talia was perched on the edge of the bed, tapping out something on her phone. Her dress had ridden up a little, showing off the long pale stretch of her legs. 

“You shouldn’t use the overhead lighting in here,” she said, without looking up. “The fluorescent’s way too harsh. Lamps are softer. More flattering.” 

“I thought Geno was waiting,” Sid said. 

Talia glanced up at him then, and stood, slipping her phone into her little purse. She had seemed small in Mario’s lap—small, and somehow fragile—but she was only an inch shorter than Sid, if that, with the tall, leggy build of a model. 

“It looks like a prison cell in here,” she said. “I’m surprised they don’t riot.” 

*

Geno was in an excellent mood. He had brought the Porsche, which meant Sid had to climb awkwardly over the folded passenger seat under Talia’s gaze, and Geno refused to say where he was taking them. “It’s surprise,” he said, glancing up at Sid in the rearview mirror, his grin huge. “Best in Pittsburgh. Little bit of drive—it’s okay?” 

Sid sat in the cramped backseat, staring out the window. Talia had spent the hour after practice getting a personal tour of the facility from the captain—and, it seemed, figuring out exactly which buttons Evgeni Malkin liked pushed. She was busy prodding him for details about some story Duper had spilled in the trainer’s room, about Geno being late for a flight, while Geno laughed and shot back quick retorts, his big hand flexing, now and then, on the gear shaft. 

“Okay, okay,” Geno said finally, steering them across two lanes of traffic and into the parking lot of what looked like a strip mall. “You ready? Ready for best?” 

It was a Russian restaurant. The place was small and unassuming, a warm little room with wine-colored curtains on the windows and little tables clustered around the space. It was about a third full, and everyone looked up when the bells over the door tinkled gently. 

The hostess, a plump middle-aged woman with dyed red hair, greeted Geno warmly in Russian.

“This Nastya,” Geno said. “Nastya, this Talia, and Sidney. I bring to eat best food.” 

“Welcome, welcome,” Nastya said in accented English. She took Talia’s hand in hers for a moment, smiling warmly at her, and then glanced at Sid. Her smile slipped a little. 

“We make table for you,” she said to Geno. “You like private room, yes?” 

She bustled off, calling to one of the servers in sharp-sounding Russian. 

“God, it smells good in here.” Talia shrugged off her coat. “I love Russian food.” 

“You have before?” Geno said, surprised. 

“I used to date a Ukrainian guy,” Talia said. “Ages ago. His aunt had a little restaurant in Brooklyn—Paska House. Do you know it?”

Geno’s face broke into a grin. “What? Yes, yes, I go before. I take friend. Everybody want visit New York, you know—go for Christmas, sometime, see lights, eat food.” 

They were led to a small room off the main dining area. Sid went in first; Geno and Talia trailed in behind him, talking animatedly. There was a little table set for two, with a beautifully embroidered white tablecloth. A candle flickered softly in the center. 

Nastya turned. She snapped her fingers at Sid. 

“You,” she said. “Come. You wait in back.” 

A second of total silence. Then Geno moved forward and addressed her in low, rapidfire Russian. Nastya hesitated, frowning. She rested her fingers, for a moment, against her throat. 

Nobody looked at Sid. Talia was standing very still, her hand resting on the back of the chair. 

“Geno,” Sid said quietly. “It’s okay, I’ll just—”

Geno cut him off. “I say three,” he said to Nastya. “So make three. Now, or we go.” 

*

A third chair was produced, and a third place setting added hurriedly by their waitress, a young dark-haired girl who kept glancing at Sid.

Nastya disappeared back into the main dining room, leaving them alone. Sid sat in the hastily added chair and stared down at the menu, the small print blurring a little before his eyes. 

Geno made no mention of it. But he was too talkative after, his gestures too expansive. He ordered wine for the table, and poured full glasses for everyone, and told stories like he had been brought in to entertain an audience of donors. Talia seemed happy to take his cue. She leaned forward in her chair and teased, twirling the end of her long ponytail around her finger.

Geno ordered for the table in Russian. When the food came Sid ate, methodically, without really registering the flavors. He drank the wine Geno kept pouring. He looked down at the tablecloth with its colorful embroidery and smiled when Geno wanted him to: a reflex. Muscle memory. 

There had never been many Russian players in Pittsburgh. Sergei Gonchar had always been polite to Sid, if a little distant. And Geno was—well, he hadn’t been at all what Sid expected, all those years ago. 

He had seen a Russian companion, once. At World Juniors, the Russians had been the only delegation to bring one for their team. At the time it had made the Russian boys seem inconceivably grown up, though really they must have been as tall and gangly and acne-spotted as the rest of them. Sid had seen the woman a couple times, hanging around outside the rink, or kneeling by the door of the locker room, waiting to be summoned. Once in the tournament hotel he had found himself alone with her in an elevator—a tall, ice-blond woman with an impassive expression, who wore a thick, ugly band of leather around her throat and wrists. 

He couldn’t remember, really, what he had thought of her. Probably he had jerked off, thinking about it. He was seventeen, and terminally horny, and everyone was talking about the pet, the guys trading stories about somebody’s brother, or somebody’s friend, that were ninety-nine percent bullshit. The Canadians had trounced the Russians in the finals and gotten shitfaced in Shea’s hotel room on smuggled-in booze, and Getzy kept repeating, “They should send ‘er over, they should—s’the decent thing—” and hiccuping, until he fell asleep in the tub. 

Geno had had her, probably, taking his turn like the rest. Lying on top of her in a hotel bed, maybe, his fingers rubbing clumsy circles over her clit. And one floor down, Sid had lain awake in the dark, probably, the room spinning around him, his gold medal heavy on his chest, and jerked off thinking about a warm wet mouth and the flush of victory: the things you got, when you got to the show. 

“Oh,” Talia said. “Sorry, I have to take this. It’s Mario.” 

She gathered up her phone, and her little clutch, and went out into the hallway, leaving them alone. 

There was an awkward silence. 

“You like food, Sid?” 

“It’s good,” Sid said. “Thank you.” He took a sip of his wine. 

“I should think,” Geno said. “Should tell Nastya, before—”

“It’s fine.” Sid took another sip. He rarely drank, and his second glass was making him feel lightheaded, and a little floaty, like something had knocked him loose, just a little, from his body. 

Geno made a noise in his throat. “You quiet, Sid.” 

“I’m always quiet,” Sid said. 

Geno shook his head. “Talk lots, when it’s hockey,” he said. “Maybe next, we talk zone entry, okay? You tell me how I’m so sloppy, have to clean up for playoff. Show me number, you know, for prove.” 

He was smiling a little, trying to lighten the mood. Sid looked away. 

“That’s okay,” he said. “You don’t want to talk about work.” 

Geno could log onto Twitter anytime if he wanted unsolicited criticism of his play. Sid talked about it because it was all he knew. He had never eaten Ukrainian food, or taken his friends to see New York at Christmas time. He had spent half his life playing hockey, thinking he would do it forever. And then he had done this, instead. 

Geno leaned forward across the table. He covered Sid’s hand with his own, just for a moment. 

“I like,” he said. “I always like, Sid. Every time you talk, tell me what you think, how you see—I see different, better. I like hear you.” 

He was looking at Sid, his expression serious. He meant every word, or thought he did, and Sid knew he meant it as a kindness. That was what Geno was like. He was always kind, and he doled it out so easily, like someone putting food out, night after night, for a hungry stray. 

Something in his face must have communicated his discomfort. Geno drew his hand back, and looked at the drinks menu again, his color a little high. 

“Maybe we go some other place,” he said. “For celebrate. When you start school, or—new job, maybe.” 

“Yeah,” Sid said. “Maybe.” 

Geno was like that sometimes, tossing out ideas that would never materialize. There had been one year where he’d talked for months about Sid meeting his parents, spinning bewildering fantasies about his mother cooking for them both in Geno’s kitchen, feeding Sid all of Geno’s favorite childhood dishes. He was always vague on when it might happen, or how it might come about, and after a while Sid had come to understand that it was just a story, something nice for Geno to think about. It wasn’t something Geno needed to be real.

Talia returned to the table then, smiling. “Sorry about that,” she said brightly. “Just something with the lawyers. It’s handled.” 

Sid put the thought away in a little box and sealed up the edges. Then he drank his wine, till his head felt light enough to float away from his body, and watched Talia work.

*

They played the Wild at home three days later. Sid watched the game from the gym, pedaling on one of the bikes next to Daley in companionable silence. Daley whistled when Geno scored his second of the game, a sharp angle powerplay goal off a slick pass from Kris. The camera cut to a closeup of Geno flushed and grinning, the others crashing into his sides. 

Sid’s phone was wedged in the water bottle holder, the screen facing up. He glanced at the screen again, but it stayed dark. 

“You heard the new girl’s going on the roadie?” Daley said, his eyes still fixed on the screen. 

Sid had overheard the guys talking about it in the trainers’ room. “He wants the team to get to know her.” 

“And you’re cool with that?” 

Sid couldn’t see what his opinion had to do with it. It was Mario’s collar. Mario’s decision. 

“It’s just business,” he said. “It’s not personal.” 

Daley shrugged. “Sure,” he said. “But if I get traded, least I don’t have to come in the next day and see the new guy hanging out in my stall.” 

On screen, the final buzzer sounded. Sid slowed, and stopped. “Think I’m gonna head up.” 

“Sure, Sid.” Daley kept pedaling. “Don’t wear him out.” 

The last of the team was traipsing off the ice and into the locker room when he came up the stairs. 

Geno was standing in the middle of the hallway, talking with Jen. In his skates he stood head and shoulders above the crowd of arena staff jostling past him in the hall. 

“Sid!” he called. He was drenched in sweat, grinning from ear to ear.

“Hi, Sid,” Jen said. “Geno, you owe me.” 

“I do radio,” Geno said. He slung an arm around Sid’s shoulders, steering him towards the locker room. “Mine tonight, Sid?” 

Sid fumbled for his phone again. The screen was still dark. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “Mario hasn’t—”

“We get dinner,” Geno said. “Watch tape for trip. You want sushi?” 

Scuds leaned out of the locker room. “Oi, G,” he said, grinning. His gaze flicked to Sid, just for a second. “Looks like Mario left a surprise for you.” 

“What you mean?” Geno said, his arm sliding from Sid’s shoulders. But Scuds had already ducked back inside. 

Dread settled low in Sid’s gut. He could hear the guys inside, talking and laughing, maybe a little noisier than usual. 

“I’m gonna head downstairs, I think,” he said. 

“Okay,” Geno said. “I shower, then we meet? You want use my phone for order?” 

Sid looked away down the hall, his vision blurring a little. There was a lump in his throat. 

“It’s okay,” he said. “I think—I’m working tonight, probably.” 

Geno looked at him, frowning. Then, slowly, his expression shifted. 

“Sid,” he said. 

“It was a great game.” Sid’s voice sounded strange to his own ears: higher, tighter. “And it’s—it should be the captain, first.” 

Geno caught his wrist. 

“I call Mario,” he said, low. “Ask for switch, okay? We get dinner, go home. Watch something. Like normal.” 

Sid looked away. “You deserve it,” he said. “She’s good, Geno. She’ll be good.” 

Geno turned towards him, his broad shoulders boxing out the rest of the hall. 

“Sid,” he said, in that same low, urgent voice. “You know it’s different, yes? With you, it’s—” He stopped, and swallowed. “But for team, you know, for Mario, have to show—”

“It’s okay,” Sid said, cutting him off. “G, it’s okay. I understand.” 

Everything ended. Everything came, at last, to its end. He just hadn’t expected it to happen so soon. 

“We watch tape tomorrow.” Geno squeezed his wrist, and let go. “On plane, yes? You help me.” 

“Yeah,” Sid said. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 

He slipped past him, walking quickly down the hallway. The framed team photographs on the wall watched him pass, row after row of somber white faces—coaches, players, staff. There were no companions among them. When Sid left this place, he would leave no trace behind, nothing to show he had been here at all. 

*

He was finished by midnight, and had the bed stripped and neatly remade before Horny finished getting dressed.

“You need ride?” Horny asked, pulling up his sweats. “I can drive.” 

“Gonna hit the showers,” Sid said, pushing the rumpled sheets into the big hamper. “Thanks, though.” 

He waited till Horny’s footsteps receded down the hallway, before slipping into his slides and heading down to the showers. He’d sleep at the rink tonight. He had stowed his battered suitcase away under the bed in the companion’s suite, thinking he might spend the night at someone’s house. 

The big tiled room was cold and echoey, the heat of the team’s showers long since dissipated. Using the team showers was a rare indulgence; he could only do it when the building was empty, no one around to raise an eyebrow at it. Sid ran the water as hot as he could stand, bending his head to let it beat down against the back of his neck. He washed his hair and scrubbed himself clean. 

Then he stood there, and took a breath. He knew what he was going to do, and hated himself for it. 

He closed his eyes. He slid his hand down, curling his fingers loosely around himself.

He had only seen Talia naked once, straddling Mario’s lap. But it was easy enough to imagine her, lying amidst rumpled sheets, her thighs spread to reveal the soft folds of her cunt. He knew what she tasted like. Knew how her thighs trembled, just a little, as she was licked clean. 

Geno would kiss her, probably, his tongue in her mouth, his fingers inside her, thumb rubbing slow teasing circles over her clit. She might come like that, once or twice—clenching down around his fingers, gasping against his mouth, riding out the waves of pleasure. 

Geno was big. He was so big, and when he pressed inside it would seem to go on and on: a slow spreading fullness, so deep Talia would feel it, almost, in the back of her throat. She would wrap her legs around his waist and moan as he rocked slowly into her, a sound of real pleasure. Mario might be fooled by wide eyes and breathless little noises, but Geno saw you; he saw right through you. He would want it to be real. He would want her to come for him—no matter how long it took, or how stiff she might be, at first. He would go slow, watching her face as he touched her, as if he had all the time in the world to learn her body. As if he wanted to give pleasure instead of taking it, even to a whore. 

Sid drew in a shuddering breath. 

Steam clouded the room. It was so hot he felt lightheaded. He braced himself against the wall, one hand against the tile, and worked himself harder, forcing himself to hold the image in his mind: Talia in Geno’s bed, her legs parted for him. 

He hunched his shoulders, curling in on himself. Arousal was a hook nestled deep in his guts, each pull of his wrist yanking the line tauter. 

An image flashed through his mind. Geno, impossibly young, in a bedroom flooded with sunlight. 

No. He fought it back. Talia, laughing—a little sweet, a little mean—her arms around his neck. 

Geno on top of him. Geno laughing, and rolling on top of him, pinning Sid to the bed. He was so big, tall and broad through the shoulders, and like this they were so close, no space between them, breathing the same air. Like this he could feel the shape of Geno’s smile against his mouth: a kiss for every slow, fumbling Russian phrase Sid repeated back to him. 

No. 

Geno sucking his cock, slow and careful, his big hand splayed over Sid’s hip. Geno’s fingers inside of him, finding that spot that made Sid gasp every time. Geno pressing into him, panting against Sid’s cheek: Is okay, Sid? Is good?

His heart pounded in his ears, drowning out the rush of water. He felt dizzy, his knees weak. He couldn’t have stopped his orgasm if he wanted to, could only brace himself against the impact. He hunched forward, jerking hard in his fist, and came with a broken sound. It was over. 

It was over. 

He sank to the ground, slumping against the wall. The tile was shockingly cold against his flushed skin. Slowly, painfully, he uncurled his stiff fingers and watched the water wash the mess away. 

In the end it had barely lasted two seasons. He used to wonder if Geno had put two and two together, or if one of the older players—someone more experienced, who knew how these things went—had taken him aside and told him. Sergei Gonchar, maybe, who used to watch them together at the rink with worried eyes. 

It must have been mortifying for Geno, to realize Mario’s collared whore was in love with him. He had been pale and agitated the day he knocked on the guesthouse door, barely able to meet Sid’s eyes. He had refused to sit down on the bed. He had drawn back when Sid tried to kiss him. Instead he had paced at a safe distance, fumbling his way through a garbled little speech he had obviously practiced. 

Sid hadn’t done anything wrong. It was just that things had to be different now. Geno had accepted the C two weeks earlier, and he felt some new responsibility—to the team, maybe, or to Mario, it wasn’t clear. It wouldn’t be appropriate, wouldn’t be right or fair, for them to go on as they had been. Geno kept saying that, his voice hoarse, avoiding Sid’s eyes. It’s not right, we do. It’s not right.

The words didn’t matter. It was a little white lie, the thinly plausible excuse Geno needed to resolve a situation that had become untenable. Sid had understood almost immediately, electric with shame, static roaring so loudly in his ears he could hardly hear what Geno was saying. 

Yes, he must have said, though he couldn’t remember speaking at all. What he remembered was the feeling of the collar, chokingly tight around his throat. Yes. I understand. Of course.

Geno moved out of the Lemieuxs’ house a week later, into a big new place of his own. And Sid slept in the guest room, after that. 

He leaned his head back against the tile. The water had turned cold now, splashing against his ankles. His cock was a sad, limp little thing, deflated against his thigh. He felt sick, suddenly, at the thought of seeing Geno in the morning—seeing him, and knowing he had touched himself thinking about Geno kissing him, holding him, when Geno had put that to rest a long time ago. 

He closed his eyes. He breathed in through his nose, and out again, out and out and out, until his lungs were so empty it burned.

*

When he came out in the changing room, he stilled. There was someone sitting in Geno’s stall. 

Vasily Novikov was dressed in his game day suit, pale gray with a thin black tie. He was holding something in his hands, stroking it, and when Sid looked down, he felt an intimate little shock shiver through him. 

“In Russia, slaves don’t take off,” Novikov said. He traced the metal ring affixed to Sid’s collar with his fingertips. “Maybe they’re punished, if they do. Thirty lash. Fifty, maybe.” 

It was the first time Sid had heard him speak. His accent was fairly strong, but his English was better than Geno’s. There was something careful about the way he shaped his words, as if he were weighing each one in his mind, choosing the best for his purposes. 

Sid cleared his throat. “I’m a companion,” he said. “I’m not—I have a contract.” 

Novikov seemed to consider this. He looked up, meeting Sid’s eyes. 

“You take a long time in the shower.” A faint smile played on Novikov’s lips. “I wonder if you drown.” 

Sid adjusted the towel at his waist. He felt cold, suddenly, and wondered if Novikov had—if he had come around the corner, and seen Sid there, naked under the spray. “I didn’t know you were waiting.” 

“Come here,” Novikov said. 

Sid crossed the room, careful to skirt the logo on the carpet. Novikov’s gray eyes caught the movement, and he smiled, though he said nothing. 

“Take off,” he said, gesturing at the towel. “I want to see.” 

“I’d rather—the suite, if that’s okay,” Sid said. “It’s just downstairs.” 

Novikov stood, and moved towards him so suddenly Sid took a stumbling half step back. Novikov wasn’t a big man—an inch or two taller than Sid himself, maybe, with a frame built for speed rather than brawling. But there was something in his expression that made Sid uneasy, a flatness behind those gray eyes that unnerved him.

“What,” Novikov said. He held up the collar. “I will help you put on. You don’t want to wear?” 

Sid swallowed. “Sorry. Go ahead.” 

Novikov moved closer. Sid cut his gaze away, conscious of how close they were standing, with only the thin towel between them. He felt the coolness of the leather against his skin, the band tightening around his throat. The collar settled into place, a familiar weight, and Novikov’s fingers snapped the latch closed. 

His hand lingered, after. Novikov stroked the collar, almost admiringly, and then let his fingers slide lower, to rest in the hollow of Sid’s throat. 

“Better,” he said softly. “Now, you show me. I want to see what I get.” 

“My room—”

Novikov cocked his head slightly. “Maybe you don’t understand,” he said. “Maybe it’s my accent. You listen hard this time, little collar. Okay?” He moved closer, his mouth brushing against the shell of Sid’s ear. “Show. Me.” 

Sid’s breathing had gone oddly shallow. He loosened the towel, his fingers fumbling a little, and let it fall. Novikov stepped back. His gaze raked over Sid’s body, cool and assessing. He slid a hand down Sid’s side, coming to rest on his hip. 

“You’re here for ten years?” he said, raising an eyebrow. “How old are you, when you sign?“

“Nineteen.” Sid kept his gaze fixed on the nameplates over the stalls.

“Virgin?” 

Sid swallowed. “With men.” 

“Mm.” Novikov walked around him in a slow circle, examining him, as if inspecting an object he was considering purchasing. There was little in his expression that Sid recognized as desire. Hothead, Andersen had called him, but Novikov’s gray eyes were cold as ice. 

“Okay,” Novikov said at last, seemingly satisfied. “Now you will suck me.” 

Sid began to sink to his knees. But Novikov caught him before he could fold, gripping Sid hard by the bicep. 

“No.” That faint smile played on his lips again. “You will sit. I think here.”

He pointed to Geno’s stall. 

Sid stared at it. He wanted to speak—to offer, again, the suite. But one look at Novikov’s face made the words die in his throat. 

Sid went to the stall, and sank down into it. A strange lassitude seemed to have come over him. He watched Novikov come towards him, unzipping his slacks. He stood between Sid’s splayed thighs and stroked himself loosely, looking down at him. 

“Pretty mouth,” Novikov observed. “Like a girl.” 

He moved forward, crowding Sid in against the back of the stall. He rubbed the swollen head against Sid’s lips, and pushed in.

He said nothing more. He gave no instruction, but seemed to expect little in the way of skill, or finesse. What Novikov wanted, it soon became clear, was simply a slack wet mouth and the tight channel of a throat, which he fucked like a cunt, with practiced brutality. 

It was a relief, almost, to be able to categorize the man in his head. Sid had served men like Novikov before. It was passivity they wanted, total submission—a limp body, spread out on a bed, or propped up against the side of a changing room stall. He had learned the trick of it, a long time ago: how to slip free of himself, how to slide sideways out of his body, into somewhere else, into blank non-being. But it had been a long time, years and years, and he was out of practice. He kept being jolted back into his body by some unpleasant sensation—his throat muscles tightening up, or fingers tugging roughly at his hair. 

Finally Novikov grunted and thrust in, hard. He held himself still a long moment, one hand fisted in Sid’s hair, finishing in hot pulses down the back of Sid’s throat. 

Sid coughed when he was released, his throat stripped raw from brutal use. He felt dazed, almost by the too-bright lights of the room. 

Novikov was already tucking himself away, zipping up his slacks. His pale skin showed only the faintest hint of color, as if the exertion had barely taxed him. 

“Zhenya tell me not to fuck you,” he said, doing up his belt. “Why?”

Sid blinked up at him, a little dazed. “What?”

“Geno,” Novikov said, with a little snort. “First day I come to Pittsburgh, he take me out for lunch. He gives me name of house, name of girl. Says, Vasya, go here—you will like better than collar. Why does he say this?” 

His tone was casual, almost offhand. As if he were simply asking in passing, without much real curiosity. 

Sid’s face felt hot. “I don’t know.” 

“You’re old,” Novikov said. “I see this, yes. But you’re not so bad. Good mouth.” He glanced at Sid. “You won’t tell him?”

“It’s in my contract,” Sid said. “It’s—Mario has rules. I can’t talk about anything we do.” 

Gray eyes flicked back to Sid’s face. “You don’t tell,” Novikov said, with interest. “Not to anybody?” 

Sid shook his head. Novikov studied him for a moment.

“Good,” he said. “I don’t want a house girl—too much trouble to arrange. And maybe American whores have disease, I don’t know. Collar is easy.” He patted Sid’s cheek, a gentle little slap. “You keep your mouth shut, da? And we will not have problems, you and me.”

*

Their flight out the next morning was brutally early. It was still dark when Sid left the arena, slipping out past the overnight security guards. His cab driver picked him up in an empty parking lot, glancing for a moment at the collar as he loaded Sid’s battered suitcase into the back. 

On the plane Sid sat alone in his usual row, slumped down in his seat. He had his earbuds in, though he wasn’t listening to anything, just the murmur of conversation behind him. Geno was unsurprisingly late, and, as early as it was, Sid could tell the guys were warming up for a chirping session. 

Sid stared down at the black screen of his phone. Geno was making her breakfast. He was crowding her in against the counter, both of them laughing, Talia smiling up at him in one of his too-big sweatshirts. Geno’s hand was sliding up between her legs, feeling where she was soft and open from a night of fucking. He was hiking her thigh up over his hip, the angle just right for a slow press inside.

“Well, well,” Kuni said. “Look who decided to join us.” 

They emerged from the charter lounge—Talia first, Geno behind her, crossing the tarmac together. The sun was just starting to rise over the dark hills, the sky streaked with pink and yellow. Talia was laughing, the wind whipping her dark hair around her face, a coffee clutched in one hand. Geno followed behind her, carrying both their bags. 

Talia came up the stairs first. She smiled breezily at Jen, and then turned to face the plane. 

“Morning, boys,” she said into the sudden hush. 

Geno appeared behind her, glowering over her shoulder. He looked sleep-rumpled and grumpy, his toque pulled low on his forehead. 

“Shut mouth,” he said warningly, addressed to the group at large. 

The plane erupted into noise. Sid fumbled for his phone. He clicked on the white noise track he used sometimes when he couldn’t sleep—hours of rainforest sounds, lush rain falling on thick green undergrowth. Then he squeezed his eyes shut, leaning his head against the window. 

Nothing had changed. Nothing was different. It was just that he knew, now, that it was really ending. It was just that he was watching it happen. 

He must have drifted off at some point. He dreamed, fitfully, of women with red mouths and clawed hands, picking their way silently through the forest undergrowth. Strange birds called to each other from the trees: Come here, come here. Go away. And over it all, all around them, a heavy rain fell in unbroken sheets, washing the world clean, churning up the choking mud that would soil it again. 

*

Geno caught him outside the shuttle to the hotel. He was smiling, though there was something hesitant in it. 

“You sleep earlier,” he said. “We watch tape tonight?” 

Sid rubbed his dry eyes with his fist. “Sure.”

“Seven?” Geno looked sidelong at him. “My room? We order room service, if you want.” 

They rarely spent time alone together on the road. Geno hung out with the guys, in and out of various hotel rooms, and Sid had his plate full, usually. Most of the married guys had finagled exceptions, or quietly made their own, for the longer trips away. But with Geno there had always been boundaries, carefully drawn. Geno had maintained them for years, and Sid had followed his lead. 

He supposed it didn’t matter now. Geno could be careless, because Sid was leaving. There would be no awkwardness, after. 

“Okay,” Sid said. “Yeah. I’ll be there.” 

*

He knocked on Geno’s door a few minutes after seven. Geno answered right away, as if he’d been standing nearby. He was dressed casually, in basketball shorts and a worn gray t-shirt Sid recognized. It had a hole under one arm, and the hem was beginning to unravel a bit from frequent washing. 

The television was on, though Geno picked up the remote and switched it off as soon as Sid came in. Then the room was too quiet. 

“I’ll call down, if you want,” Sid said. Geno’s English was perfectly comprehensible, but Sid knew it made him uncomfortable, still, talking to strangers on the phone. 

“Thank you,” Geno said, oddly formal. He touched the room service menu, laying open on the desk. 

They had to sit close to each other on the bed to share the laptop screen. Geno made a little bed of pillows to prop it up on, adjusting the angle of the screen a few times. 

“It’s fine,” Sid said. “What’d Sully send you?” 

It was standard scouting tape, a handful of short clips for each of the Canadian teams. Geno would have reviewed it already with the video coaches, but he could be oddly insistent about the two of them watching it together. Somewhere along the line, tape review with Sid had gotten tangled up in some superstition or other. It had become, in the way of hockey players, an ironclad part of Geno’s routine. 

Sid had always looked forward to it, week after week. He had loved sitting next to Geno in the Pens video room with the lights off, watching a play unfold on the big screen over and over again. You could speed up the tape or slow it down at will. You could reverse it, tracing a goal back, frame by frame, to a careless giveaway, or a split-second error in judgment: the exact moment when the outcome had been fixed, the future written. 

They watched the Flames trounce Tampa. It must have been from before the trade deadline. There was Novikov, playing on Killorn’s wing. Sid found himself tracking Novikov’s movements without meaning to, watching him skirt around the edge of the play. 

“What’s his deal,” he said aloud. “Novikov. Why’d they move him?” 

There had been rumors flying before the trade, but he’d still been surprised to see it happen. Novikov had had a slow start, but his offensive stats had been trending steadily upwards for months. Tampa was a lock for the playoffs, and nobody had seriously pegged them as looking to sell. 

“Trouble in room,” Geno said. 

“What kind of trouble?” 

“Nikita not say. He tell me to fuck off, mind business.” Geno shifted on the bed, his knee nudging against Sid’s. “Why you ask?” 

Sid didn’t look at him. “Just wondering.” 

He had spent the previous night lying awake in the companion’s bed at the arena, thinking about Novikov’s words. It wasn’t unusual for a captain to take the new guy aside to recommend a few restaurants, or a girl he liked. It was just—Sid hadn’t realized Geno frequented the houses enough to have favorites. 

“It’s not surprise to me.” Geno fiddled with the laptop screen again. “I see before, in Sochi. He has—ego. Maybe he’s problem with coach. With other guy.” 

“Yeah?” 

“He’s Moscow, you know?” Geno made a face. “I don’t know how to say in English. Rich kid, rich family. It’s like, Vasya want—” He snapped his fingers, startlingly loud in the quiet. “Vasya get. Nobody tell him no.” 

Sid digested this in silence. He could see it, he supposed. Novikov had unnerved him, but he had felt—familiar. Sid was used to rich men. 

The scouting tape had come to an end. 

“Have more,” Geno said. “I think Coach send me.” 

He opened his browser window. Then, suddenly, he jerked the laptop into his lap, tilting the screen away.

Sid stared. “What was that?” 

“What?” Geno typed something into the search bar. “You want Bruin, or Ranger?” 

“You—that page.” Sid’s pulse was picking up. “The one you had open. What was that?” 

“Sid—”

“Let me see.” 

Geno paused, his jaw a tense line. But he clicked the back button, and turned the laptop towards Sid. 

A man smiled up at Sid from the screen. He was in his mid-sixties, maybe, with a balding head and pair of thick-framed black glasses. They were too loose, Sid knew—Dr. Moore was always having to push them back up the bridge of his nose during his recorded lectures.

“That’s my professor,” Sid said slowly. Geno was clicking, seemingly at random, around the page. 

“I read,” Geno said. 

“You thinking about enrolling?” The words came out sharper than Sid had intended. 

Geno gave a jerky little shrug. “You talk about.” 

“I don’t,” Sid said. “I don’t talk about him. I’ve never even told you his name.” 

“I look up,” Geno said, and then, abruptly: “You want finish tape?” 

Heat seared through Sid. For a moment, he couldn’t speak. His throat felt constricted, the muscles and tendons locked so tight it was difficult even to draw a breath.

It was anger, Sid realized. He was angry, and he had no idea why. Geno had every right to look. It was a public website. Geno could browse around reading faculty bios all he wanted—to satisfy his curiosity, or kill time on a long flight. 

Geno queued up the next clip. Sid stared at the screen, the figures blurring before his eyes. It was hard to sink back into that state of focused absorption, a shapeless spectator hovering somewhere over the ice. He was conscious of himself, again, as a body—a body on a bed, with another body sprawled out beside him, their thighs not quite touching. 

Geno was staring at the screen, too, his brow furrowed. His mouth was open—it was always open, perpetually slack. He breathed noisily in the silence. 

“I think I’m gonna head back,” Sid said abruptly. He got to his feet, turning away from the bed. He didn’t want to look at Geno. 

“What?” Geno said. “Food is coming.” 

Sid went over to the dresser and picked up his wallet. “Will a twenty cover it? I didn’t change any money.” 

“Sid, I don’t make you pay.” Geno sat up, the laptop tipping back onto the bed. “I ask you come here, help me with tape. It’s my treat.” 

“I don’t need you to treat me,” Sid snapped. “I can cover my own burger. Is this enough?” 

He held out the crumpled bill. Geno stared at him for a moment, then got up. He crossed the room, and took the twenty, his fingers brushing against Sid’s. His eyes were dark, his expression serious. 

“Yes,” Geno said. “It’s enough.” 

*

Geno left him alone the next day. They flew out in the morning, a short charter flight from Ottowa to Toronto. Sid sat in his usual spot, his eyes closed, listening to the guys at the table teaching Talia how to play schnarps.

“Hey, Sid.” 

Sid startled. Kris was standing in the aisle, his hand on the back of Sid’s headrest. 

“Sorry,” Kris said. “Didn’t mean to scare you. I was wondering if you’d come to my room, after skate. If you’re free.” 

There was a loud burst of laughter from the cards table. 

“You’re cheating,” Talia said accusingly. 

“Not cheat,” Geno said, and Sid could hear the grin in his voice. “It’s like, special strategy. You don’t know, it’s okay. Maybe I teach.”

Sid kept his expression carefully blank. He was conscious of Kris’s eyes on him.

“Text me the room number,” he said. “I’ll be there.” 

*

Kris was on the phone when he let Sid in that afternoon, speaking to someone in French. 

“I can come back,” Sid said.

“It’s all right,” Kris said. “I’ll only be a minute. It’s Catherine.” 

He disappeared into the bathroom, closing the door behind him. Sid stood in the middle of the hotel room for a moment, listening to the murmur of Kris’s voice. It was a sunny spring afternoon in Toronto. The heavy blackout curtains were drawn back, letting sunlight filter in through the thin privacy shades. Kris’s bag was open on the luggage stand, clothes spilling out of it. Sid took off his worn sneakers, lining them up next to Kris’s by the door, and then his clothes. Then he folded the coverlet down and laid out his supplies on the nightstand, two kinds of lube and a handful of foil-wrapped condoms. 

He’d prepared himself in his own room, but he lay down now, drawing his knees up, and began to play with the plug a little, rocking it inside him. Most of the guys treated him like a visit to the trainer—good for a quick tune-up, or a perfunctory release of tension. But Kris had always liked him aroused and eager. It was better for him, tighter maybe, if Sid was a little turned on.

“Getting started without me, eh?” Kris said, coming out of the bathroom. He started shucking off his sweatpants. “Sorry about that. She’s got her hands full this week—Alex’s got a double ear infection and nobody’s slept in two days. Poor kid.” 

Sid lay back against the pillows and said nothing, staring up at the ceiling. He liked Kris, but he’d never really understood how casually, almost carelessly, Kris could talk about his wife while in bed with someone else. It made Sid’s stomach squirm with guilt, thinking of Catherine at home caring for a sick child, while he lay here in Kris’s bed, spreading his legs for her husband. 

The mattress shifted. Kris settled between Sid’s legs, sitting back on his haunches. He was naked now, his cock mostly soft. He stroked himself, watched Sid. 

“Look at you,” he said. “All ready for me. Let me see.” 

Sid pulled one knee up to his chest, showing Kris his hole, stretched around the blunt base of the plug. 

“Perfect,” Kris said. “Hand me the lube.” 

Sid leaned over, fumbling for the taller bottle on the nightstand. Kris took it, pouring a generous handful into his palm. He shifted up between Sid’s legs, and with his other hand gently worked the plug free. 

“There you are,” Kris murmured. Sid felt Kris rub his palm against his entrance, cool and slick against his skin. Kris liked his hole as wet and loose as a cunt, sloppy with lube. 

Two long fingers pressed easily inside. Sid closed his eyes, and let his legs fall wider apart, tilting his pelvis up.

“You like that?” Kris’s voice gone lower, rougher. “You feel good on my fingers, Sid. Tell me what you need.” 

Sid bit the inside of his cheek. He squirmed on Kris’s fingers—three, now, pressing deep inside him, filling him up. He knew what Kris wanted, though it made his face burn. It was hard to imagine it really got Kris hot, hearing him beg for it. 

“Please,” Sid said, with difficulty. “I—want it. I want you.” 

“You want it?” Kris fucked him slowly on his fingers, the lube making obscene squelching noises. “I don’t know, Sid, I want it to feel good. I don’t know if you’re wet enough for me.” 

“I am,” Sid said, his voice cracking a little as Kris curled his fingers, rubbing firmly at his prostate. He was almost fully hard now, his cock curving up against his belly. “Feel me, I’m so—I’m so wet for you. I can take it, please. I want your cock inside me.” 

Kris groaned, low in his throat. He drew his fingers out, reaching over Sid for a condom. He tore it open hastily and rolling it on, before squeezing even more lube into his palm.

“I’ll give it to you,” he promised. “You’ll feel so good on my cock, Sid.” 

Sid turned his face away. His cheeks burning, though he couldn’t have said whether it was Kris’s words or the warmth in his voice. He had always been so easy for it, for being praised, even when he’d barely done anything to earn it. It had charmed Mario at first, and then irritated him—how desperately Sid had wanted to be petted, and coddled, and told he was good. 

He felt a familiar pressure against his entrance, and then the slow, relentless push in. 

“Fuck,” Kris said, seating himself fully inside with a groan. “Fuck, Sid. So tight for me. So good.” 

Something twisted in Sid’s stomach. Kris began to fuck him, in earnest. He was talking still, a mix of English and Québécois flowing from his lips, but Sid tried to focus instead on making the right noises: soft little gasps and moans as he was filled, over and over again. He was an implement, a tool, a piece of equipment. He was a warm body for Kris’s use. It meant nothing when they touched you, or praised you, or told you how good you felt on their cock. It was better, safer, to tune it out: a radio dial slipping, his mind filling with white static.

Finally Kris groaned, and cursed. His hips hitched forward, and then he stilled, deep inside of Sid, pulsing hot into the condom. 

When it was done, he collapsed on top of Sid. They lay there for a long moment, Kris breathing unevenly against his chest. He was heavy, and his skin was tacky with sweat and lube, damp against Sid’s. 

After a moment Kris shifted.

“Mm,” he said, fumbling for Sid’s softening cock. “Let me—?”

Sid pushed his hand away. 

“I’m good,” he said. “Thanks.” 

Kris looked down at him for a moment. “All right,” he said finally. “Suit yourself.” 

He pulled out carefully, gripping the base of the condom. He got up and went into the bathroom, returning with a damp washcloth. 

“I can do that,” Sid said, but Kris batted his hand away, settling back between Sid’s legs. 

“It’s my mess,” he said. “And you won’t let me get you off, so. Least I can do.” 

He wiped down Sid’s inner thighs. The washcloth was warm, and there was something soothing about the brisk friendliness of his touch. Something in Sid’s stomach unknotted. 

“You’ve lost weight, Sid,” Kris said. “No wonder G’s always trying to feed you.” He tossed the washcloth onto the nightstand, and stretched out naked along Sid’s back, yawning. “You want to nap here?” 

The bed was warm from the heat of their bodies. Sid felt Kris’s fingers stroking over his hipbone, the touch gentle. His breath was soft and ticklish against the nape of Sid’s neck. 

“Sorry,” Sid said. “I should get back.” 

“Mm, fine.” Kris brushed his mouth against the back of Sid’s neck, before rolling away. “But we should talk, Sid, before you go.” 

“Talk about what?” 

Kris sat up in bed next to him, looking down at Sid. His expression was serious. 

“I want to know,” he said, “why you haven’t taken Geno’s collar.” 

Sid’s breath caught in his throat. Something must have flickered across his face. He saw Kris’s gaze sharpen a little. 

Sid sat up in bed, schooling his expression blank. “You know I can’t talk about other guys with you.” 

“I know,” Kris said. “And that rule would apply, here, if I were asking you how Geno liked his cock sucked. But I’m not. I’m asking about a business arrangement.” 

Sid rubbed his bare shoulder, and said nothing. 

“You know the guys think it’s a done deal, don’t you,” Kris said. “They’ve been chirping him for weeks about picking out a collar. Asking if he’ll still bring you around after games. They think he’s just playing it close to the chest.” He watched Sid. “I’ve asked him too, you know. And he won’t say a word. He keeps saying it’s your business, not mine.”

“Maybe you should listen to him.” 

“It’s just strange to me,” Kris said, as if Sid hadn’t spoken. “That you’d string him along like this. It’s an ideal arrangement, Sid. You could stay here, close to the team. And you know he’d be good to you. Even if he—I don’t know, if he met someone, got married, you know he’d make arrangements for you.” 

Sid’s jaw felt tight. He’d had a pretty good idea of what the team was thinking, though it was mortifying to discover it had gone as far as outright chirping Geno about it in the locker room. Geno had always been publicly affectionate with him, and it stood to reason that the team might jump to conclusions. Sid had never breathed a word about what had passed between the two of them, all those years ago. It was humiliating enough to know that Geno knew—Geno, and whoever had taken him aside all those years ago, to tell him he needed to set firmer boundaries with the whore. 

Kris must have interpreted his silence as uncertainty. “It’s not uncommon anymore,” he said, leaning forward. “Chara’s kept a girl for years—Toews, too. No one on the team would blink at it, if that’s what you’re worried about. We’d be happy for you, Sid.” 

Sid disentangled himself from the sheets. He got up, his joints stiff and aching, and went over to the dresser. “It’s complicated.” 

“Is it?” Kris said. “Sid—it’s not about the money, is it? Don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re not as young as you were. I can’t imagine the open market will net you a better offer.” 

“It’s not about the money.” Sid pulled his briefs on, and then his jeans, fumbling with the zipper. “Did you want me for something else, or am I free to go?” 

“Don’t do that,” Kris said. “I hate when you go all—” He broke off, grimacing. “I’m not your master, Sid. I’m not holding you hostage. I’m trying to have a conversation, that’s all.” 

“Geno told you to mind your own business,” Sid said. “So leave it, Kris. It’s between us.” He picked up his wallet from the dresser. “I’ll see you at the rink, yeah?” 

Kris watched him. 

“I was there too, you know,” he said quietly. “Those first few years. Not all the time, maybe, but enough. I saw how that room changed, when it was his and not Mario’s. You’ve been lucky, Sid, having him in your corner. Most captains don’t feel that kind of responsibility.” 

Sid looked away. “I know,” he said. “He’s been good to me. It isn’t—it’s not personal, Kris. It’s just business.” 

Kris looked like he wanted to argue further. But he only shook his head, and said, “All right, Sid. It’s your career. Your choice. I’m sure you won’t make it lightly.” He hesitated. “Just—maybe you should pull back, a little. If you’re not going to say yes. Let Talia take care of him these last few weeks, if he needs someone. He likes her, I think. And maybe it’ll make the transition easier.” 

There was a lump in Sid’s throat. He swallowed hard around it. 

“Sure,” he said. “I can do that.”

“I’m sure Mario’s taken good care of you,” Kris said. “But you’re all right, aren’t you? You’ve got something put away, just in case?” 

Mario gave Sid a gift at Christmas every year, a thousand dollars in an unsigned card. Most of it went towards clothes, and meals on days he wasn’t able to eat at the rink, and cabs when he couldn’t catch a bus or hitch a ride. But Sid had been careful with it, frugal. He wore the same shoes until the bottoms wore out, carried the same bag until the canvas split. Even after the tuition fees, he had enough saved to scrape by for a couple months. 

“I’m fine,” Sid said aloud. “I’ll be fine.”

*

He let himself out as Kris was drawing the blackout curtains, getting ready for his nap. Across the hall, one door down, Novikov was letting himself into his room, his keycard in the door. He paused, and looked at Sid—a slow, considering look, heavy as a hand sliding from collar to hip. 

The hallway was empty. Sid felt a strange little frisson of emotion: fear, almost, mixed confusingly with something like shame. He stood stock still, waiting—though for what, he wasn’t sure. 

Novikov drew his keycard out. He crossed the hallway, stopping in front of Sid. He turned his head, and sniffed him, slow and deliberate, inhaling the scent of sweat and sex. He slid a hand down and roughly groped the curve of Sid’s ass, pulling him flush against him. Sid’s throat had gone dry. He thought, for some reason, of the Russian pet, from all those years ago—the cuffs on her wrists, the band at her throat. 

Slave, Novikov had called him, turning Sid’s collar over in his hands. 

A door opened at the far end of the hall. Novikov let him go, and stepped back. He turned without looking at Sid, and went into his room. 

The lock clicked softly shut behind him. Sid let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. 

“Sid!” somebody hollered. “You free, buddy?”

*

Sid watched the game that night in the visiting companion’s suite. Toronto was his least favorite of the arena suites, done up in sleek blacks and creams with chrome accents. Talia had installed herself at the far end of the massive bed, propped up against the pillows with her phone in hand.

Sid sat at the foot of the bed, watching the game on the huge flat-screen TV.

The team looked good. Novikov was an undeniable upgrade—fast and smart in the offensive zone, with a wicked release that sent goalies scrambling. Sullivan had moved him up and down the lines at first, but now he played most of his shifts on Geno’s wing. 

“Do you mind if Theo comes over?” 

Sid glanced up. “What?” 

“Theo,” Talia said, tapping away at her phone with manicured nails. “You don’t know him? He’s collared here.” 

The goal horn blared. Sid glanced back at the screen in time to see Geno slam bodily into Novikov’s side, both of them shouting. 

“Sure,” Sid said, distracted. “I don’t care.” 

Theo drifted into the suite halfway through the first period, dressed in expensive athleisure wear, exuding a vague aura of minor celebrity. He was tall and willowy, with a gorgeous head of dark curls and the kind of bone structure Sid had only seen in magazines.

“Natalia, darling.” He kissed the air to the left and right of Talia’s high cheekbones, ignoring Sid completely. “So you finally pulled it off? I brought champagne. Tell me everything.” 

Talia giggled. She flopped back down on the bed, stretching her arms over her head, her tight little black dress riding up around her slim thighs. 

“I told you I’d get it,” she said. “Seven years and a buyout guarantee—seventy-five percent of the value if he terminates early.” 

“You slut,” Theo gasped, fluttering a hand over his heart. “Do I even want to know how much elderly dick you had to suck for that kind of term?” 

 

“He wanted somebody sophisticated. Somebody with agency training.” She smirked at the ceiling. “And all right, fine—there might’ve been a few private parties. Very exclusive. Close associates only.” 

Theo laughed. He went over to the sleek black cabinets and produced two glasses, glancing over his shoulder at Sid.

“Crosby, isn’t it? I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure.” He leaned against the counter, gaze raking over Sid. “Care to join us?” 

“I’m all right,” Sid said. 

He watched the second period on his own, half-listening to Theo and Talia trading gossip on the couch. Theo was loud, and unselfconsciously flamboyant in a way that surprised Sid. There were only a handful of male companions in the league, as far as he knew, and he had always assumed—well. Theo seemed to be doing well enough for himself. 

“Crosby,” Theo called during the second intermission. “Don’t be boring. Have a drink with us.” 

“He’d rather watch,” Talia said. She was a little tipsy, maybe, a high flush coloring her cheeks. “He watches all the practices, too, and the morning skate, and the optional skate.”

“Come here,” Theo said to Sid, ignoring her. “Bring a glass.” 

“It’s just men slamming each other around,” Talia said “And their teeth—it’s awful. Half of them look like cavemen.”

“At least your captain’s cute.” Theo leaned forward to pour, curling his fingers loosely around Sid’s wrist to steady his hand. “God, I love a Russian. We had a couple last year who liked to share. Took me together, once, but the team wasn’t too pleased—I wasn’t tight enough for days. So they weren’t allowed, you know, after that.”

His gaze flicked up to meet Sid’s, as if to gauge the effect of the words. Sid understood he was meant to be shocked, perhaps disgusted, and kept his expression blank. He sank into one of the uncomfortably low little leather chairs. 

“Ignore him,” Talia said to Sid. “He’s always been like this.” 

“And she’s always been a hopeless little prude.” Theo filled his own glass to the brim, and glanced at the TV. “God, would you turn that noise off? It’s bad enough, listening to them go on and on about it after.” 

“You’re welcome to go somewhere else,” Sid said. “I’m watching the game.”

“Why,” Theo said, tilting his head to the side. “Do you think they might call you up?”

Sid looked back at the screen and said nothing. He took a sip of his champagne. He had never learned to like the taste. 

“Theo used to play, too, you know,” Talia said. 

“Mm,” Theo said. “My father insisted—I think he hoped it’d make me less of a queer. But then, I was sucking so much dick in the equipment room I think his plan might have backfired.” 

He was like the decor, Sid thought: sleek and cold, all sharp edges.

“I imagine your experience was a bit different,” Theo said. “Remind me. It was the Pens who drafted you, wasn’t it?” 

Talia giggled, though the sound came out strange, a little nervous. “Theo,” she said. “Stop it. We’re having fun.” 

“I’m having a wonderful time.” Theo leaned back, slinging his arm casually over the low back of the sofa. “I’m getting to know Sidney Crosby. My dad was quite the fan, when you played. He had your jersey, you know—signed and everything.” 

Sid made a noise in his throat. 

“He threw it out, obviously,” Theo said. “Said a boy who’d take a collar must’ve liked taking it up the ass all along.” 

Talia had gone quiet, staring down at the blank screen of her phone. Sid put his glass down. 

“I’m sorry,” he said. “Do you have some kind of problem with me?”

“No problem,” Theo said. There was a hard, focused look in his eyes. He was drunk, Sid thought suddenly—had been, maybe, since before he came in—but in a tightly controlled way, everything locked down. “I just think it’s cute that you think you’re better than us.”

“I don’t think I’m better than you,” Sid said. 

“Oh, you do,” Theo said. “Deep down you still think you’re one of them, don’t you? Because you went first. Because Lemieux chased your tight little ass all the way up to Halifax. But you’re not a hockey player anymore, sweetheart—you’re just a whore. And they’re bored of you.” 

“Theo,” Talia said. 

Theo lifted his glass to his lips. 

“What?” he said. “Just making conversation.” 

*

Talia followed Sid down the hall. She had to run to catch up with him.

“Sid,” she said. “I’m sorry. He starts drinking, and then he’s just—he can be difficult.” 

“It’s fine,” Sid said. But Talia caught him by the arm, drawing him up short. 

“He’s jealous,” she said. “That’s all. It took him forever to get a pro contract. It’s awful in the minors, they’re like animals. And you got a decade just handed to you, all because you used to play. You can’t blame him for resenting you.” 

He looked away down the long, curving hall of the arena. 

“I don’t understand,” he said. “I’ll never understand it, how you could compete for this. I cried when I signed. I begged him to let me do something else—anything else. But he wanted me for this.” 

Talia stared at him, wide-eyed. “I don’t—what do you mean?” 

Sid shook her hand off his arm. His eyes stung. 

“I’ll work from the hotel tonight,” he said. “If anyone wants me. You can have the suite.” 

* 

They played a matinee game in Montreal. Sid was finished by early evening, and begged off dinner with Duper and Kris, who had spent the day giving Sid half thoughtful, half concerned looks. 

He walked to a McDonalds down the street from the hotel and ate dinner alone, tucked away in a corner of the empty second floor dining room. The fries were greasy and cold, laden with salt. He pushed the tray away after the first few and sat looking out the window at people passing on the street below. It was almost eight, and almost dark, the last of the dying light slipping here and there between the crowded buildings. 

His phone buzzed on the table. He fumbled for it, but it was only Geno. 

you want watch movie? 

He looked at it. Some of the guys had been talking about going out, and Geno always liked company. He probably had sent the same thing to everyone on their floor. 

A group of teenagers came pounding up the stairs, jostling each other, chattering away in rapidfire Québécois. He listened to them laughing, and wondered how old they were. Sixteen, maybe. Seventeen. Still children. They seemed very young. 

Another text. This time Geno had sent a photo of his TV, his big socked feet visible at the bottom of the frame. Sid squinted at the screen. He had the History Channel on. 


you say next time you pick

I’m confuse Sid so many airplane


Sid read the texts, then scrolled back up to look at the photo. The burger he’d made himself wolf down earlier sat heavily in his stomach, a cold lump of fat and grease. 

He deleted all three messages. Then he deleted the text Geno had sent him asking if he was coming to breakfast, and the photo of cardinal at the bird feeder, and then he went back to the main messages screen and deleted the entire text thread, all of it, every message gone. 

His phone vibrated again. This time, thank God, it was Beau. 


yo crosby u gonna let us kick ur ass in mario kart


The teenagers were watching something on somebody’s phone now, the volume turned up loud. They were crowded around the tiny screen, shrieking with laughter. At the far end of the table, ignored by the rest of the group, a boy and a girl were making out, their bodies turned towards each other in their chairs. The boy had his arm slung casually over the back of the girl’s chair, his knuckles brushing against the back of her jacket. They kissed with total focus, their eyes closed, in a little bubble all their own. 

Sid looked back down at his phone. be there in 5, he typed out. 

*

They were in Beau’s room, a standard double suite. It was a few of the younger guys—Beau and Rusty sitting cross-legged on the floor, Dumo sprawled out on the bed closest to the door—and Novikov. Novikov didn’t seem to be playing, though, just messing around on the far bed with his phone. He didn’t look up when Sid came in. 

“Sid!” Beau said. “Thank fuck. I’m sick of finishing last.” 

“There’s a controller somewhere,” Rusty said. “Dumo, you got the extra?”

Somebody had gone down to the corner store for snacks. Sid poked around in one of the plastic bags. Flamin’ Hot Doritos, an open tray of Oreos, and, inexplicably, a bunch of green grapes, someone’s halfhearted gesture to the diet plan. They were passing around a flask of something, too, though Sid passed it on without drinking.

“No fun,” Beau complained, smacking the back of his head. “Loosen up a bit, bud. We’re not gonna report you to the big boss.” 

“Aw, leave him alone,” Rusty said. 

He settled down at the foot of Dumo’s bed. They played a couple rounds of Mario Kart, the guys chirping him and laughing, the room getting warmer, the atmosphere looser, as the flask circled around again. Sid was terrible at video games, and had learned over the years not to improve, not if he wanted to be invited back. They liked him better when he came in last. 

His phone buzzed against his thigh. He fished it out, glancing down at the screen. 

ok Sid. sleep good 

“Hey,” Novikov said suddenly from behind him. “Collar.” 

Sid blinked. He twisted around to look at him, and saw, with a little jolt, that Novikov had his cock out. His sweatpants pushed down a little.

Beau glanced over and groaned. “Dude, come on. Nobody wants to see that.” 

Novikov gave himself a slow stroke. “You brought collar here,” he said, jerking his chin at Sid. “It’s not to celebrate?” 

Dumo shifted on the bed. “He’s in the middle of a race, man.” 

Novikov snorted. “He will lose anyway. I scored tonight. I want his mouth.” 

There was an uneasy beat. Beau said, “It’s not—Geno doesn’t like it, uh, with other guys there. We’re supposed to do it in private.”

Novikov snorted. “You let your captain tell you how to fuck? He holds your dick, too, shows you where to put it?” 

He sat up and shifted to the edge of the bed. To Sid, he said, “Come here.” 

No one was looking at Sid. He put his controller down and got slowly to his feet. His joints were stiff from sitting on the floor; it hurt a little, to kneel on the thin carpet between Novikov’s thighs. 

“Rematch?” Beau said, a little awkwardly and Rusty said, “You’re on.”

The game music started up again, bright and jangly. Novikov spread his legs wider and leaned back, bracing himself on the bed. He was still mostly soft, his cock limp against his sweats. Like this Sid could shuffle forward and take most of him into his mouth, suckling gently at the head. 

This time at least, Novikov seemed content to let Sid work. After a moment or two some of the tension began to bleed from Sid’s shoulders. He stopped bracing himself for Novikov’s hips to jerk up, and closed his eyes instead, giving himself over to the task. It would take a few minutes, that was all, and then he could play another round, or go back to his room and sleep. 

The back of Sid’s neck felt hot. But it didn’t matter, not really. Nobody was looking at him, or paying him the least attention. They had all used him like this, more times than he could count, in hotel rooms or arena suites. This was why they had brought him here. This was what he was for. 

The first thrust took him by surprise. He felt Novikov’s cock hit the back of his relaxed throat and choked, trying instinctively to pull off. Fingers slid through his hair and tightened. His head was forced back down. 

At the end of the bed, Beau and Rusty were bickering about something in the game. Dumo was laughing. Novikov jerked his hips up again, and then again, in a jagged, unpredictable rhythm. It was impossible for Sid to adjust to it, to let his throat relax enough to take it comfortably. 

“Watch teeth,” Novikov said sharply. 

He pressed deeper, and held Sid there, his nose smashed up against Novikov’s pubic bone. The thick girth of him filled Sid’s throat, sliding past his gag reflex. Sid’s eyes watered, but he fought his instincts, forcing himself to relax into the intrusion. Fear fed fear. If he panicked, if he tried to fight it, it would make it worse; it wouldn’t make it stop. 

“Fuck yeah! Eat shit, Sunshine!” Rusty said, whooping. 

Sid’s throat spasmed. Novikov groaned, low. He was close. Just a little bit longer, just a minute more—

Fingers fumbled at Sid’s nose. They pinched down hard, cutting off his air.

Blind panic jolted through Sid. He thrashed, or tried to, but Novikov was ready for him, braced against him, his hand a huge heavy weight on the back of Sid’s head. He kept Sid pinned as he rocked his hips up, little thrusts that drove him further down Sid’s throat. 

The fingers at Sid’s nose pinched harder. His lungs were burning. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, and nobody was looking, nobody was paying the least attention—

“Dude.” A voice cut through the fog of Sid’s panic. “What are you doing?” 

“It’s good trick.” Novikov’s voice was low and lazy, as if he were hardly exerting himself. “Makes the throat tight, you know? Nicer to fuck.” 

Sid’s fingers curled helplessly against the bedspread. Black spots danced at the corners of his vision.

“That’s messed up, man,” Beau said uneasily. “Just let Sid do his thing, yeah?” 

Novikov snorted. “What—Geno doesn’t like?” 

But he let go of Sid’s nose. Sid pulled off, coughing. He slumped back against the side of the other bed, his face turned away from the TV. 

“Dude, come on,” Rusty said. “I’m not looking to get fined my whole fucking salary.” 

The mattress shifted. Novikov loomed over him, his thick thighs caging Sid in against the side of the bed. “Where are you going, сука?” he murmured, low. “You think I’m finished? Open your pretty mouth.” 

Sid stared at the crack between the mattress and the nightstand, his vision blurring. All the feeling had gone out of his hands, his face. 

“You don’t understand?” Novikov sounded almost sympathetic. “Okay, I will find other way to tell you. Look at me, collar.” 

There was a loud ringing in Sid’s ears. He swallowed hard, his throat working. Then he turned his face up, and met Novikov’s flat gray eyes. 

Novikov gazed down at him. He slid his hand along Sid’s throat, stroking the line of the collar. Then he curled a finger through the ring and tugged gently. 

“Ah, little collar,” Novikov murmured. “Maybe this you understand.” 

He jerked up, hard, and backhanded Sid across the face. 

The force of the blow snapped Sid’s head to the side. Sid was too stunned even to cry out. All the air rushed out of his lungs, a soft, wordless sound. 

“That’s enough,” Dumo said sharply behind him. He stood up, his controller falling onto the bed. Sid stared at his socked feet. His head had gone fuzzy and strange. His face was throbbing, but he could hardly feel it. It might have been someone else’s face.

“Get out of here, Novy,” he heard Dumo saying. “You’re drunk.” 

“He is for team,” Novikov said tightly. “I’m not finished with him.”

“Buy a girl, then.” Beau’s voice. “There’s a house a few blocks over, if that’s the shit you’re into. Sid’s off duty, man. He’s hanging with us.” 

Novikov laughed, short and harsh. “Hanging out?” He shifted on the bed, looking at Beau. “If I say I want to fuck you, right here, you will bend for me?”

There was a stunned silence. 

“Dude, fuck off,” Beau said. “What the hell? I’d punch you in the fucking mouth.” 

“Yes, okay.” Novikov reached down. He fisted a hand in Sid’s hair, dragging his head back. “But if I say to collar, you know what he say? He say, Yes, sir. He say, Please, master, I need your cock. I need you inside me.” 

The room was completely silent. Novikov held Sid a moment longer, then released his grip. 

“He is here to use,” he said. “Not here to hang out, or lose at video games. That is how you spoil collar. That is why he doesn’t obey. Because you let him forget what he is for.” 

He stood then. Sid shrank back against the bed, but Novikov didn’t even glance down at him. He tucked his flagging erection away and stepped over Sid on the ground. A moment later, the hall door clicked softly shut.

Silence.

“Sid,” Dumo said. “Are you—”

“It’s fine,” Sid said. He felt shaky and weak with adrenaline. “I think I’m gonna turn in, if that’s—if nobody wants anything else.” 

“Hey,” Beau said. “Hey, no, come on, bud. Let’s play another round.” 

“Yeah,” Rusty said. “Dumo, get this man a controller.” 

The left side of Sid’s face throbbed. He got up slowly, and went back to his spot at the foot of the bed. He took the controller Dumo offered him, and stared at the screen, the brightly colored images blurring together before his eyes. 

Beau queued up another race. 

They were trying to let him win this time. But Sid couldn’t keep his driver on the track. His fingers were stiff, his reflexes too slow. He kept spinning around blind turns and flying off the course, though the game wouldn’t let him die. It kept steering his avatar back—plucking him out of midair, fishing him out of deep water, forcing him, relentlessly, to see the race through. 

*

He skipped breakfast the next morning and walked to the arena alone. The sidewalks were covered with wet slush, melting snow soiled with mud and dog shit. Over his head the city skyscrapers loomed, towering columns of concrete and glass crowded in against a sunless sky. 

He sat high up in the stands, far enough from the ice that the players, when they began to spill onto the ice, looked like little toy figures. 

Talia found him there. He saw her coming from a long ways away, weaving her way upwards through rows of plastic arena seating. She had a cup of coffee clutched in one hand and a crumpled white paper bag in the other. 

“Hi,” she said, when she reached him. “Can I?” 

He had no good reason to refuse. He stood to let her pass, the light floral scent of her perfume filling his nose. 

“I didn’t know what you liked,” Talia said, settling in beside him. “Pascal said you had a sweet tooth.” 

She pushed the crumpled bag towards him. Sid opened it, and saw that there were pastries inside, four or five of them, from the little café in the hotel lobby. He stared down at the contents.

“You didn’t have to do that.” 

“You missed breakfast,” Talia said, and sniffed. “And anyway, you shouldn’t be skipping meals. You’re already too thin.” She slumped down in her seat, crossing her legs, and looked out over the ice. “What’re they doing now?”

Sid looked down at the rink, at the little action-figure skaters gliding around on the surface of the ice. “It’s a drill. Three on three keepaway. Helps them practice defending in tight spaces.”

They watched in silence for a few minutes.

“I didn’t poison those, you know,” Talia said. 

“What?” Sid said, and then, “Oh. Sorry.” He took a pastry out of the bag—a cherry danish—and bit into the corner. He could tell the pastry was flaky and fresh, but it tasted like sawdust in his mouth, the sugar sickeningly sweet. It was an effort to chew, and chew, and swallow. 

“I didn’t want it either,” Talia said suddenly. “Not at first. I wanted to be an actress.” 

She wasn’t looking at him. Her gaze was fixed on the ice still, dark eyes tracking the players’ movements. 

“I moved to New York the day I turned eighteen. I met this guy—this asshole producer who was way older than me. He was married, but he put me up in this crappy studio in Bushwick. I spent a whole year thinking he was going to leave his wife for me.” She snorted. “I was such a fucking idiot.” 

Sid put the danish back in the bag. “Sorry,” he said, but she made an irritable gesture, as if brushing the words away. 

“He was an asshole,” she said. “Turns out he had hidden cameras all over the apartment. He made all these—videos, of me, and sent them to some guys he knew in the industry. He thought he could sell a bunch of them, you know? But they called me up instead and offered to represent me, if I wanted to train as a companion. So I said yes. I smashed everything in his shitty studio and moved into the agency apartments the same day.”

She looked at him then. She looked strangely young, her professional mask slipping just a little. He wondered, for the first time, how old she really was.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry someone did that to you.” 

Talia shrugged. She slumped down in her plastic seat, putting her shoes up on the back of the chair in front of her. 

“It worked out,” she said. “It’s not like—I mean, nobody dreams about fucking old guys on private jets when they grow up. But we’ve got money, at least, and choices. It could be worse.” 

Sid stared blankly at the ice.

“So tell me,” Talia said. “When you signed with Mario—”

She was interrupted by a crash so loud it shook the tempered glass.

Someone—Geno, Sid realized—had body-checked someone into the side boards, hard enough to send the guy sprawling. A helmet skidded across the ice, spinning to a stop near the home bench. 

“Jesus, G,” Kuni called, loud enough to be heard in the stands. “Save it for the game, eh?”

Geno ignored him. He leaned down and hauled the guy up by the back of his gold practice jersey, jerking him up hard. 

“What’s he doing?” Talia said. “Is that—”

The guy stumbled to his feet. He jerked free of Geno’s grasp away, snarling something. Geno shoved him again, and again, pushing him back against the boards, and this time Sid could make out his face. 

“Shit,” he said. “Shit.” 

He jumped to his feet, the crumpled bag falling to the ground. Black and gold jerseys swarmed the ice, pulling them apart. Somebody was blowing a whistle, unheeded, over and over again. 

“What’s going on?” Talia said. “Sid, what’s happening?” 

“I have to go,” Sid said, scrambling for the aisle. He could hear Geno yelling something down on the ice in incomprehensible Russian, and Novikov shouting back. 

“Sid!” Talia called after him. But Sid was already racing up the concrete steps to the concourse, his heart pounding against his ribs. He didn’t look back.

*

He found Geno alone in the visitors’ locker room, stripping off his gear in his stall and scowling. At the sight of him Sid’s knees went strangely wobbly. He had to reach out and touch the side of the nearest stall, steadying himself. 

“What was that,” Sid said. “What happened out there?”

Geno tore off his chest pads and dumped them on the floor. His base layers were soaked through with sweat. 

“Team business,” he said shortly. “I take care.” 

“Geno,” Sid said. “If this is—if Dumo said something—it’s not a big deal. It was a misunderstanding.”

Geno stood abruptly, and went towards him, closing the distance between them. “My room,” he said. “My team.” 

He lifted his hand. Sid flinched, almost imperceptibly. 

Geno’s expression went stony. 

“Geno,” Sid said. “It’s not—”

Geno said nothing. He cupped Sid’s face, his hand huge and warm along the line of Sid’s jaw. There was no mark where Novikov had hit him, only a slight tenderness. But the look in Geno’s eyes was so intense it felt as if his gaze could penetrate Sid’s skin, detecting some lingering hurt invisible to the naked eye. 

Sid’s throat had gone dry. He swallowed with an audible click.

“Geno,” he tried again. 

“I take care,” Geno said quietly. He brushed his thumb over Sid’s cheekbone once, the touch featherlight. Then he dropped his hand, and went past Sid to the showers.

*

They went out together that night, the whole team. No one would hear of Sid staying back, despite his protests that he was tired. 

“You can sleep on the plane, bud,” Beau said, slinging an arm over Sid’s shoulders. “Last night on the road, eh? Let’s make it a wild one.” 

At the steakhouse they were ushered into a private room in the back where two long tables had been set up. Sid was jostled into a seat near the middle, wedged between Duper and Shearsy. 

Everyone was in a good mood, the scuffle at practice notwithstanding. He had watched Kris discreetly steer Geno down to the far end of the table, far from where Novikov was absorbed in conversation with Scuds and Sestito. Novikov hadn’t so much as glanced at Sid on the walk over, though Sid kept catching the sound of his laughter, short harsh bursts of it, as clearly as if Novikov were standing behind his chair.

Sid drank his beer, and then the one that appeared, to replace it. He made little effort to follow the conversation. Duper and Cully were discussing their kids’ soccer teams, and Shearsy and Schultzy were watching something on Shearsy’s phone and cracking up over it. Filled with twenty-odd professional hockey players, all of them laughing and gesturing and loudly talking, the room grew warmer and warmer. 

Someone touched his wrist. He startled so violently he almost knocked over his glass.

“Whoa,” Shearsy said, laughing. He lifted his hands. 

“Sorry.” Sid settled his glass again, thumb swiping through the condensation. Even his beer was sweating. 

Shearsy leaned forward over the table, pitching his voice lower. “I was gonna ask—you saw G go off today on Novy at practice, yeah? Did G tell you what it was about?”

“No,” Sid said. “He didn’t say.” 

“Schultzy thinks it’s about Talia,” Shearsy said. “Like G’s staking a claim or something.” 

Duper and Cully had stopped talking now, both obviously listening in.

“They kept saying collar,” Schultzy said to Sid. “In Russian, I mean. I recognized it. I thought maybe—I dunno. Maybe G doesn’t want to share.” 

Cully snorted. “Yeah, right. He’s been sharing Sid for years—he’s never had a problem with it.” 

“Maybe he doesn’t like how Novy’s fucking her,” Shearsy put in. “You know he’s weird about that shit.” 

Sid took another sip of his beer, then pushed it away. The combination of the heat and the alcohol were making him feel a little ill.

“I’m gonna—toilet,” he mumbled, pushing his chair back. 

The men’s bathroom was blessedly empty. Sid tore a handful of paper towels from the dispenser and wet them under the tap, wiping his forehead and throat with them. There were dark rings of perspiration under his arms. 

He hadn’t done anything wrong. They could speculate all they wanted, but the companion’s rule was always silence. Mario had driven that home, from Sid’s first weeks in the collar. Men needed to trust the companion—to feel confident that what they did with Sid would be kept private, never gossiped about or leveraged against them. Sid had followed the rule to the letter for ten years. He was careful, always. He was discreet. He kept his mouth shut. 

Sid stared at his reflection in the mirror. He looked haggard under the fluorescent lights, his eyes red-rimmed, his skin sallow. But it would be fine. It would all blow over. Tempers ran hot sometimes on the road, especially this late in the season. Geno would let it drop, and Novikov—he would be more careful, more discreet, if he came to Sid again. 

*

When Sid came back to the table, Geno had commandeered Duper’s chair. He was sitting next to Sid’s spot, staring down at the drinks menu. 

“Okay, Sid?” he said quietly. 

“Fine,” Sid said, refolding his cloth napkin neatly in his lap. 

The food arrived. For once Geno made no comment on Sid’s eating habits, and no attempt to dump half the bread bowl on Sid’s plate. He was unusually quiet, and his gaze flicked up and down the length of the table. 

“So, Sid,” Kuni said from a couple seats down. “Got big plans for the offseason?”

Sid speared a piece of overcooked broccoli. “I haven’t really thought about it.” 

“You should take a vacation, Sid,” Cully said. “Hit up the beaches.” 

“I hear Miami’s nice,” somebody called from down the table. “You gonna give him a private tour, G?” 

Sid put the broccoli in his mouth. He forced himself to chew. 

“Maybe Sid is busy,” Geno said. 

“Busy, eh?” Schultzy grinned. “Sid, you sure you wanna chain yourself to this guy? He might not let you out of the bedroom.”

“Sid take class,” Geno said. “Summer class. Start after playoff. So maybe he’s busy, okay? Have to study.” 

Sid stilled, his mouth full of half-chewed mush. 

Schultzy was still grinning, like they were still making a joke. “Oh yeah? What kind of class?” 

“College class,” Geno said shortly. “For get degree. He start already. Two year, he take class online.” 

“Geno,” Sid said. 

The table had gone silent. Geno was steadfastly refusing to look at Sid. 

“Wow,” Kuni said after a moment. “What, uh. What are you studying, Sid?” 

“Nothing,” Sid said. “It’s not—”

Geno cut him off. “Statistic. Like for do analytic, you know, for sports.” 

Sid was gripping his fork so tightly his knuckles had gone white. He forced himself to lay it down. He could feel everyone’s eyes on him. 

“He get best grade on final,” Geno said. “Hundred people in class. He’s get best score. Sometime he stay up all night, study hard, work on problem set. Professor say he should do degree.”

“He says that to everybody,” Sid said. “He just wants people to enroll in his class. They must get money for it or something.”

“He don’t say to everyone, Sid.” Geno’s voice was tight. “He say to you. Why you think he don’t mean?” 

Kuni cleared his throat. “You gonna bankroll that one, G? Careful you don’t break the bank. You gotta start the college fund when they’re young, you know.” 

“He’s not paying for it,” Sid said sharply. “I paid for it myself. I’ve never asked him for money.” 

An awkward pause, and then Duper said, gently: “Sid, no one thinks—”

“Excuse me,” Sid said, pushing his chair back. 

*

He made his way blindly through the crowded restaurant and out the front doors, stumbling down the front steps onto the sidewalk. It was freezing for April, and he had left his coat inside. He turned into the alleyway next to the building and put his arm up against the rough brick wall, leaning heavily against it. He felt hot all over with shame and anger. Every muscle in his body ached. 

He heard footsteps on the sidewalk. 

“Sid,” Geno said. “I don’t mean—”

“I just needed some air.” 

“They happy for you,” Geno said. “Sid. It’s good thing, you go to college.” 

“It’s not college,” Sid said. “It’s a fucking certificate program.” 

“Why you always say,” Geno said, sounding angry. “Certificate. Like it’s not count. Who tell you it’s not real?” 

“Nobody had to tell me.” Sid couldn’t keep the bitterness out of his voice. “It’s obvious, Geno. Anybody could’ve figured it out. They don’t even make you apply, did you know that? You just fill out a form and give them your money, and at the end they give you a worthless piece of paper. It’s a fucking scam.” 

“You work hard,” Geno said stubbornly. “Sid, I see you work. I know team is proud for you. I’m proud, when you tell.” 

“I didn’t tell you.” Sid’s skin prickled all over with humiliation. The look on Geno’s face was unbearable—earnest and encouraging, like a parent proudly hanging a child’s bad art on the fridge. “Jesus, Geno. The way you talk about it, you make it sound like I was bragging to you about my fucking final exams. You saw something in my bag, and you wouldn’t leave it alone. That’s not telling.” 

“Everything okay out here?” 

They both startled. Geno stepped back from Sid, turning to look at Kris standing on the sidewalk. 

“Everything fine,” Geno said. “It’s private talk. We come inside.” 

“I’m going back to the hotel,” Sid said. 

Geno’s jaw tightened. “I walk you.” 

“He doesn’t want you to.” Kris’s voice was unusually sharp. “Can’t you tell?” 

There was a short, tense silence. Then Geno muttered something in Russian and squared his shoulders. He stalked out of the alleyway without looking at Sid, knocking his shoulder hard against Kris’s as he went.

“You’re all right?” Kris said to Sid. 

“It’s fine,” Sid said. “It’s nothing.”

“He doesn’t own you, Sid.” Kris’s expression was unusually serious. “Remember that, okay? Just because he—” He broke off. “Just because he’s fond of you. You have a right to your privacy, Sid. You don’t owe him anything. You certainly don’t owe him a contract.” 

Sid felt acutely uncomfortable. “Okay,” he said. “Was there—did you need me for something else?”

Kris sighed. “No, Sid. You’re free to go.” 

*

He walked the four blocks back to the team hotel in the dark, his hands shoved deep into his pockets. It was cold still, even in late April, and his worn jacket was too thin to ward off the chill. He had thought the cool air might clear his head, but if anything he felt more muddled. He was a little drunk, maybe, and it made him feel woozy and sick.

In the lobby, he wove his way through the labyrinth of armchairs and plush sofas and little tables. He felt unsteady on his feet, and too absorbed in his own misery to register the security guard until he was standing right in front of Sid, blocking his path to the elevators.

“Evening, sir,” the man said, in a politely neutral voice. He was a big, broad man, with a square jaw and close-cropped blond hair. “Elevator access is for guests only.”

“I’m staying here.” Sid fumbled for his wallet. “I have a key.”

“Why don’t we go over to the desk, and we’ll have someone call up to confirm.” The guard gave him a bland smile, his gaze passing over Sid’s thin shirt, his lack of a coat, before sliding up to the collar. “If your, ah—employer is a guest here, there’ll be no trouble. You understand, of course, that we can’t have unauthorized visitors disturbing our patrons.” 

“I’m with the team,” Sid said. “The Penguins. I’m Mario Lemieux’s.” 

“And I’m Princess Diana,” the guard said, with a smile that was no longer friendly. “There’s no solicitation permitted on the premises. Time to get a cab back to whichever house you wandered out of.” 

Sid felt dizzy and overwhelmed, hot with shame. He tried to wrench his arm away, and almost overbalanced. Other guests were looking at him now—a family of four, the parents eyeing him with palpable disgust; an older man in a well-tailored suit, studying him with interest over his paper.

“He is with me.” 

The voice was cool and authoritative. The guard paused, looking over his shoulder. 

Novikov stood a few feet away. He was looking at Sid and smiling, though it didn’t reach his eyes. 

“Sir?” the guard said, looking uncertain. 

Novikov stepped forward. He slid an arm around Sid’s waist, his hand settling just over Sid’s hip, firm and proprietary. 

“He is mine tonight,” Novikov said. “I will take care.” 

*

They rode the elevator up in silence. Sid stared straight ahead. His heart was thumping in his chest, and his face was hot, still, with shame and anger. He was more conscious of the collar than usual, the thick, ugly weight of it like a choker around his neck. 

The elevator doors slid open. Novikov gestured, and Sid stepped out into the hall. 

The hallway was dimly lit. The floor was laid out at strange angles, full of sudden turns and circular paths, a labyrinth he had gotten turned around in more than once. He began to walk, and Novikov fell into step behind him, a looming, half-sensed presence at his back. It was so quiet Sid thought he could hear him breathing, slow and even, a predator stalking through a dense wood. 

He stopped at his door. He fumbled, again, for his wallet. 

Novikov stood behind him, waiting. Sid stared at the blinking light of the keypad. 

“I didn’t tell,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper. “I didn’t say anything, I didn’t—” 

And then Novikov was there, moving forward, pressing him hard up against the door.

He breathed hotly against Sid’s ear. He gripped him tightly by the hips, holding Sid still. 

The metal handle of the door dug hard into Sid’s stomach. His heart pounded high in his chest, knocking hard against his ribs. The hallway was empty, every room nearby belonging to the team. They were alone, and would be for hours. 

“I didn’t,” Sid whispered. 

Novikov shifted against him. He let Sid feel him: the press of his cock through his slacks. 

“Shut up,” he said quietly. “Let me in.” 

*

The hotel room was dark. A sliver of pale light fell through the gap in the curtains, cutting a diagonal across the bed. 

Novikov stood beside the bed, watching Sid. He was waiting. 

There was a routine to it. A kind of ritual, almost—an order in which things happened, in which they had always happened. Sid understood what would happen, and when. He no longer needed to be told what to do. 

He undressed in the dark. He folded his clothes with care, a neat little stack on the dresser. Then he lay down, naked, on top of the rumpled sheets. The alarm clock on the bedside table glowed red in the darkness.

He heard the soft clink of a buckle, and the whisper of a belt snaking free. He closed his eyes. A moment or two later, the mattress shifted. Cold hands slid down his sides, making him shiver—a long, slow shudder. 

Fingers slid over the curve of his ass. They probed at his entrance, rubbing over his hole.

“There’s condoms,” Sid said hoarsely. “In the drawer.” 

The fingers withdrew. The mattress shifted again, Novikov’s full weight settling over the backs of his thighs. Sid closed his eyes. There was an order in which things happened. He could feel himself, slipping sideways out of his body, into the numbing fog. 

The blunt head of Novikov’s dick pressed against him. He was jolted back into himself, his eyes flying open. 

“Condom,” he repeated, lifting his head. “In the drawer. It’s the rule, you have to—”

A heavy hand gripped the base of his neck, shoving his face back down into the pillow. Hot panic flared through him. He squirmed under Novikov’s weight, trying to twist free, but Novikov was too strong for him, and Sid was weak, exhausted and underfed. He was pinned, held, a hand on his neck, a body crushing him into the mattress. 

His legs were forced apart. 

“No,” he said again, his voice muffled in the pillow. “No—I’m Mario’s, you can’t—”

Novikov thrust in, burying himself to the hilt. 

Pain flared through Sid, bright and blinding. He whimpered into the pillow, his fingers curling against the sheets. He was used to being fucked, but not like this, tensed and resisting, without even the slight lubrication of a condom to ease the way. Novikov was big, and he meant it to hurt. 

The room was silent. There was only the hum of the air conditioning, and the rasp of Novikov’s breathing, the obscene slap of skin on skin. Sid’s heart was beating so fast he felt sick. He screwed his eyes shut, the breath punched out of his lungs. An image came to him, unbidden: Geno at the dinner table a few blocks away. Leaning back and laughing at some joke, maybe, the candlelight dancing over his face. Geno would stay out late tonight. He would order a round for the table, and another. 

He’s not coming, a little voice in his head said. He’s not coming for you, he’s not coming, he’ll never ever come—

A choked sob rose in Sid’s throat. He pressed his face into the pillow, and let the damp fabric swallow the sound.

*

A tap was running somewhere. 

He listened to the rush of water without understanding what it was. His eyes were closed, and his body was so heavy. He lay on his belly, where Novikov had left him, his head turned towards the wall. 

The water shut off. The bathroom door opened. 

Sid’s eyes were closed, but he felt Novikov standing next to the bed, looking down at him. In a minute he would leave. That was how it worked: men came to him, and then they left. And when it was over he got up, and cleaned himself, and put on his neatly folded clothes in the darkness. 

The mattress shifted. 

Novikov lay down facing him, stretching out along the length of Sid’s body. His breath was hot against Sid’s cheek. A hand slipped down between his legs, feeling where he was wet now, and tender. 

Sid made no sound. He lay still, and let himself be touched. Novikov played with him for what felt like a long time. He fed his come back into him, fingers pressing it deeper. 

“You remind me of girl I have, in Moscow.” Novikov’s voice was rough and amused. “My first collar—when I turned sixteen, my father gave her to me. She never made a sound. Quiet, quiet, always so quiet. You could touch her, fuck her, put your hands on her throat. Nothing. I called her my little doll.” 

He twisted his fingers inside of Sid, thick and slimy, like maggots squirming in a corpse. 

“It’s different here,” he said. “American whores never stop talking. They are always telling me—do this, not do that. They make too much noise when you fuck them. You are like my little Russian doll, you know? Somebody teach you to shut up.” 

He withdrew his fingers. He touched Sid’s mouth then, smearing wetness along the line of Sid’s lips. Sid shuddered, and was still. 

“Maybe I keep,” Novikov said softly. “Mm? Maybe I collar you.” 

Sid opened his eyes then, blinking dazedly. “What?” he croaked. 

“They think Zhenya will buy.” Novikov eased two fingers into Sid’s mouth, rubbing at the bed of Sid’s tongue. “I wonder why he doesn’t tell them. I wonder why he tell me, the first day I am here. About the girl he likes, in the house. The girl who is better to fuck than his team’s collar.”

His fingers pressed deeper. 

“And I know you don’t really go to school,” he said, very quietly. “Everybody laughed, you know? When you left table. It’s a funny joke, for them. Like if you see a dog, walking like a person. Dog reading a book. Dog going to school.” 

Sid closed his eyes. 

“You think about,” Novikov said softly. “Mm? I give—two year, I think. Maybe three, if you earn.”

His fingers nudged deeper, and deeper, until Sid gagged around them. Novikov’s big hand cupped the back of Sid’s skull, fucking his mouth with his fingers. He cradled Sid’s head to him, almost tenderly, keeping him still.

“Quiet for me,” Novikov murmured. “Shh. Take for me, little collar. Take what I give.” 

*

Sid slept the whole flight home. Slept, and woke, and slept again, slipping under, caught in sleep’s undertow. He dreamed the plane was falling out of the sky, falling and falling, like a heavy stone dropped from a high window. And everyone on board was fast asleep as they fell: the players and the coaches, the gray-haired pilot slumped forward over his gears—all of them dreaming their separate little dreams. All of them dead on impact. 

*

“I’m sorry, Sidney,” Mario said. “Are we boring you?” 

Sid turned his face away from the window, blinking. It took a moment for the room to come into focus, blurred shapes resolving slowly into the known shapes of Mario’s office. The dark blue sofa; the glass coffee table. Mario unsmiling in an armchair, his fingers tapping out an irritated rhythm on the armrest. 

“Sorry,” Sid said thickly. 

“That’s all right, Sid,” Rutherford said. He was a big man, though he gave the impression, somehow, of being squat and toadlike, with round glasses that magnified his eyes. Sid had never serviced him. Rutherford liked girls, and was rumored to generously patronize the local houses. “What do you say?” 

“You want me to—talk to Geno.” Sid felt stupid, and slow. It felt like all he’d done for days was sleep, ever since their return to Pittsburgh. “About Vasily Novikov.” 

“That’s right,” Rutherford said. “Coach thinks it’s just ruffled feathers. Nothing we can’t smooth over. But, ah—we want to defuse the situation early, you know? Get out ahead of it. Our new winger’s got a bit of a short fuse. And we want Geno’s head on straight for the playoffs.” 

The day was grey and overcast, the sky threatening rain. Sid’s gaze slid back to the window. A scrawny pigeon perched on the gutter outside, pecking mechanically, stupidly, at a stain on the metal.

“I don’t know if he’ll listen to me,” Sid said.

There was a slight pause. Mario cleared his throat, and said, “Sidney will take care of it, Jim. Thursday, I think, after the last game.” 

“Excellent, excellent.” Rutherford leaned forward, and rapped his knuckles against Sid’s knee. “Don’t underestimate yourself, eh, Sid? Team companion’s got a lot of power around here.” 

*

Mario saw Rutherford out. 

“What’s the matter with you,” he said to Sid when the door closed. “You’re acting like you took a puck to the head.” 

Sid’s body felt wrong. His joints seemed too loose, wobbly somehow, as if someone had removed a pin that held the whole apparatus together. If he tried to stand he would simply slide to the floor, collapsing in a boneless heap. 

“Just tired,” he said.

Mario went over to the massive oak desk in the far corner of the room. He sat down and drew out a sheaf of papers. 

“While I have you,” he said, “I’ll need a few signatures. Standard termination paperwork.” 

Sid got up, slowly, and crossed over to the desk. He stared down at the papers Mario had arrayed in front of him. Minuscule black letters crawled on blindingly white paper. He tried to read. 

“What,” Mario said. “Considering a career in the law, are you?” 

Sid picked up the pen. He signed where he was told, page after page. 

“Good.” Mario swept the papers back into the folder. “I’ve been advised to remind you that the original nondisclosure agreement is binding in perpetuity. You may expect any breach to be prosecuted to the full extent of the law, by myself or by my estate. I don’t think I need to remind you, Sidney, how highly I value my privacy.” 

“No, sir.” 

“You can leave your access badge at the desk tomorrow,” Mario said. “The collaring party is Saturday evening, at the house—I’ll expect you to serve. After that, we’ll consider your contractual obligations fulfilled.” 

The dismissal in his voice was clear. Sid touched the edge of the desk with his fingertips. 

“Mario,” he said quietly. “Did you—I left a folder with Agnes, a few weeks ago. An application.” 

Mario didn’t look up. “Did you?” 

It was hard to concentrate, hard to think. But it was important.

“For the analyst job,” Sid said. “I don’t have the degree—I know that. But I’ve been taking classes, the last two years. I know the models as well as anyone. And I have experience with the team.”

“Experience.” Mario smiled faintly. He leaned back, looking at Sid for a long moment across the desk. Finally he said, “Come here, Sidney.” 

He swiveled his chair around and leaned back, expectantly. 

It was a familiar cue. Sid went around the desk and sank silently to his knees. Mario had always seemed huge to him like this, a mountain of a man with thighs as thick as tree trunks. He felt denser, somehow, than anyone Sid knew, and when Sid knelt for him Mario seemed to block out everything else in his field of vision.

“Do you know,” Mario said, “how many candidates applied for Talia’s position?” 

Sid shook his head. He kept his gaze fixed on the ground. 

“Four agencies competed for the placement. Talia’s agency sent me a folder of two dozen pets—impeccably trained, all of them. Every last one of them scratching and clawing for the privilege of my collar.”

Fingers traced the shape of Sid’s slack mouth. 

“You weren’t like that, were you, Sidney,” Mario said. “I remember that first summer—how you sulked. Craved attention, but hated to work for it. I thought, my god, that little taste of fame went to his head. What a thankless brat.” 

Sid drew in a breath, and said nothing. 

“I regretted collaring you,” Mario said. “I don’t mind telling you that. Your father’s finances were a disaster. I couldn’t believe the mess he’d left me. And you’d made it worse, of course, you and Brisson—the bills from that private facility, as if he ever really thought you’d limp back onto the ice. But I kept my promise. I honored our bargain, even when it became clear what I’d bound myself to. All that money, that wasted pick, for a fumbling virgin who cried when you fucked him.” 

Mario’s voice had gone muffled and indistinct. It seemed to come to him from a long way away. Light wavered and bent around him. He was slipping under, sinking. 

“I’ll learn,” Sid said. “Mario, I’ll learn. The job—” 

“Oh, I’ve heard that before, haven’t I,” Mario said. “Don’t you remember, Sidney? That first night, in that awful little motel?”

His squalid room, piled high with what he’d managed to salvage—what the bank couldn’t seize, and no one would buy. Mario on the doorstep, calm and smiling, in a tailored suit so expensive Sid was ashamed to invite him in. 

“I know you do,” Mario said. “I know you remember. Tell me, Sidney.” 

And this, too, was ritual. 

Sid swallowed hard. Felt the press of the collar against his throat. 

“You came—to see me.” His voice was hoarse. “The only one.” 

“They forgot you.”

“Yes.”

“It’s a business, Sidney.” Mario’s voice was gentle. “You have to remember that. It’s nothing personal. You’d lost your value, that’s all.” 

Life moved on. The deluge of sympathy had slowed to a trickle, then dried up completely. The news crews packed up, and the creditors descended. 

“I could have left you there,” Mario said. “All alone, in that little room. But I felt for you, Sidney. I pitied you. I thought—I could help him, couldn’t I? I could give him a chance. A career.” 

Sid’s head was too heavy to hold up on his own. He leaned against Mario’s leg, his eyes closed. The earthy musk of Mario’s cologne filled his nose, his lungs. 

“You helped me.” His throat was raw. “You said—I could live with you, in Pittsburgh. With your family. I wouldn’t have to be alone.” 

It had taken him so long to understand. He was so numb, then, sleepwalking through his own life. Even as Mario’s fingers slipped under the waistband of his shorts—even as he looked down, watching Mario’s hand stroking him—it had taken so long to understand. 

No one had touched him since the funerals. No one but the nurses who helped bathe him, or the doctors who prodded at his shattered knee, frowning at his lack of progress. Mario had been gentle with him. He had coaxed Sid’s numb body into readiness, into something like arousal. He had touched him, and stroked him, and let Sid cling to him, face wet with tears, as Mario prepared him for his use. He had hollowed out a space for himself inside Sid—an emptiness, a void—and then he had filled it: tenderly, and without mercy.

“I kept my promise,” Mario said. His fingers were gentle in Sid’s hair. “Didn’t I, Sidney.” 

He was a boy again. He was a boy, lying curled up in the darkness beside a slumbering mountain. He was a boy, his chest caving in with grief, wanting his mother—wanting her to be there, sitting alive on the edge of the bed, stroking the sweat-damp hair from his forehead. Telling him she loved him, that she would love him still, that even now he had not passed beyond the outer limits of her love, into an unknown country.

A tear slipped from under his closed eyelids. 

“Thank you,” he whispered. “Thank you.” 

The hand in his hair stilled, and lifted. 

“Why don’t you show me,” Mario said quietly. “One last time, Sidney. Show me how grateful you can be.” 

*

When it was finished, Mario returned to his papers. Sid stood beside the massive desk, the fingertips of his left hand pressed lightly against the polished edge. The bitterness lingered on his tongue. 

“I’ll sell tickets,” he said. “Mario—please. I’ll clean showers.” 

“That would be uncomfortable, I think, for my staff,” Mario said, without looking up. “They’ve seen you on your knees one too many times. You can’t really expect them to forget what you are, can you?” He made a neat little note in the margins. “I’m finished here, Sidney. You’re free to go.”

Dizziness washed over him. He leaned heavily against his fingertips for a second, as if they were all that held him up. Then he drew his hand back, and curled his fingers in against his palm, touching nothing. 

At the door, Mario called out to him. 

“One more thing, Sidney. I don’t appreciate you getting Geno involved in all of this.” 

There was a curious ringing in Sid’s ears. He looked at Mario, dazed. “What?” 

“I know he has some fondness for you, but really,” Mario said. “The captain has no input in hiring decisions. You should have fucked Jim, if you were trying to sleep your way into a job.”

*

He spent the final game of the season in the companion’s suite, alone. He sat on the edge of the massive four-poster bed, staring into the empty air. There was nothing in his head but static. 

When it was time, he got up and padded silently down the hall to the locker room. The room was strangely silent, the mood subdued. Geno was hunched over in his stall in the center of the room, tearing off his gear with jerky movements. 

Sid crossed the room to him. Geno didn’t look up. 

“Mario sent me,” Sid said. “The whole night, if you want it.” 

Geno tore off his shoulder pads, dropping them in the pile of sweaty gear. His hair was a sweaty, disheveled mess, his face still red from exertion. “Mario don’t see we lose?” 

Sid was conscious of the team watching them. He stood there, useless, his arms dangling at his sides. 

“I’ll get Talia,” he said. “If you want her instead.” 

Geno slumped forward in his stall, dropping his head in his hands. He exhaled, a long, shaky breath. 

“No,” he said finally. “No, Sid. We go home.” 

*

At home Geno dropped his keys on the entryway table and went upstairs to change. Sid stood motionless for a moment in the darkened foyer, listening dully to the heavy footfalls overhead. 

He knew he would fail. It should have been Talia here, soothing Geno’s anger, drawing him close. Sid was worse than useless here. He was a dumb, wordless thing, without charm or polish, without that malleable quality that men desired. He would fail at his task, and the team would splinter, their Cup hopes doomed. 

He leaned his forehead against the doorframe. It was hard to think. 

He should make himself useful. He should find food. Geno was always hungry after games. 

There were three brown eggs left in the egg carton, and a small, slightly wilted onion in the crisper drawer. Sid could manage an omelet. 

Geno made a racket coming down the stairs. He paused in the doorway, frowning. “You cook?”

“It’s just eggs.” Sid had to focus very hard on slicing the onion. His hands felt strangely numb and lifeless, limp white shapes that shook a little as he brought the knife down. He wondered if he would feel it, if the blade slipped. If his fingers would be, just for a moment, his own again. 

Geno went over to the freezer drawer and rummaged around for the handle of vodka he kept there. He took it over to the breakfast bar and poured himself a generous measure. He was silent for a few moments, drinking. Then he said abruptly, “You see game?”

Sid shook his head.

“It’s bullshit.” Geno was scowling. “Bad ref, bad play—”

“It’s just one game,” Sid said. “Everybody’s tired.” 

“It’s Vasya,” Geno said, with sudden viciousness. He slammed his glass down on the counter. “Take shitty penalty, not in right place for pass—”

Sid made a noise in his throat. 

“What,” Geno said. “You think he’s good?” 

The words were a clear challenge. 

“You know he’s good.” Sid slid the omelet onto a plate. His voice sounded mechanical even to his own ears. “You’re letting your personal feelings cloud your judgment.” 

“Personal feeling?”

Sid was aware of Geno in his peripheral vision: a large figure, radiating anger. Talia would go to her knees for him, looking up at him through her eyelashes. Talia would make a little joke, puncturing his anger. Talia would move towards him, and touch him, and draw him up the stairs to the bedroom. She would let him push her down onto the unmade bed, her face pressed into the pillow. The clink of a buckle. A belt sliding free. Geno on top of her, a crushing weight, forcing his way inside—

The plate slipped from Sid’s numb fingers. 

He heard it shatter, distantly. Geno stood up, and something loosened low in Sid’s gut: a primal, animal fear. 

He sank to his knees. Dark spots appeared at the edges of his vision. He felt so lightheaded it was hard to see, but he fumbled for the shards of broken plate, the omelet he had ruined, the mess he had made. 

Geno was saying his name. He was coming towards him, and Sid shrank back from him, and put a hand over his eyes. He clutched a fragment of the plate in his hand, fingers curled around the jagged edge. 

“Sid, stop,” Geno said sharply. “Stop. You cut hand. Let me do.” 

He went to fetch a dustpan and a little hand-broom. He knelt down next to Sid and began sweeping up the mess. 

“There isn’t anything else,” Sid said. It was hard to catch his breath. He lifted a hand to the collar, plucking uselessly at it, as if he could get more air that way. “There’s nothing left for you to eat.” 

Geno paused. He looked at him then, his brow creased in a frown. 

“Sid,” Geno said. “It’s not problem. It’s accident, okay? No big deal. We order food.” He took the shard from Sid’s hand, uncurling his fingers, checking his palm. “Go sit at table. Floor is hard—you hurt knee.” 

*

Sid took his usual spot overlooking the yard, though in the darkness he couldn’t see out. The glass caught the light and threw it back at him, his reflection swimming in a pool of darkness, a blurred white figure in the shape of a man. He heard Geno moving about in the kitchen behind him. After a moment Geno came to the table, and sank down in the seat across from him. He rubbed a hand over his face and sighed.

“Why he send you tonight, Sid,” he said. “Why Mario send you here? He tell you I’m angry, in bad mood—maybe I need somebody to push around?” 

Sid stared down at the table. His jaw was strung so tight it hurt to speak. 

“The team is better with Novikov,” he said. “You have to see that. Can’t you give him a chance?” 

Geno stared at him for a long moment. Then he looked away, squinting at the windows, at the brightness there. 

“That’s why he send,” he said. “So you tell me, give chance to him. Give chance to man who hit you in face. Who make you so scare you think I hit you, too.” 

Sid felt like the breath had been punched out of his lungs. He couldn’t draw in another. 

“He’s not good guy,” Geno said quietly. “I see before, when we play together. I see what he’s like, with collar. He’s not—take care, Sid. For him, is like toy. Who care if you break? Can always buy new.” He shook his head. “I should say no, as soon as he come. It’s mistake, give him even little chance.”

“Dumo misunderstood,” Sid said woodenly. “Or—Beau, or whoever told you. They misunderstood. It’s a game, for some men. They like it. It gets them off.” 

“You like, Sid?” Geno looked at him then, his eyes red-rimmed and serious. “You like what he do? You like he hit you, pinch nose, can’t breathe?” 

“It’s not about what I like,” Sid said. “What I like has nothing to do with it. This is my job, Geno. I’m a professional. You can’t be stepping in and making rules for how the team can fuck you. I don’t need you to—to protect me.” 

“Don’t need protect?” Geno sounded incredulous. “Don’t need rule? Sid, I’m here too, when there’s no rule. I see what it’s like here. I see how vet act with you, how Mario let them act. Put you on your knees, call you name. Make you come to locker room, use mouth for whole team, even when you tired, when it’s too much. Make me sick, Sid. It’s like he want punish you, just because you get hurt, can’t play hockey. Because you young, and scared.”

Sid flinched. “Shut up,” he said. “Shut up. You don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

“I shut up too long.” Geno’s face was white with anger. “Ten year I shut up. I don’t make problem for Mario, for team. You don’t want to talk about? Okay, we don’t talk. I just sit, and be quiet, and watch how Mario talk to you, how he treat you—”

“He took me in,” Sid said. His back teeth were clenched so tightly it felt like they might crack. “You can’t understand, Geno. He took me in when everybody else forgot about me. I was drowning, and he gave me a chance. I’m grateful to him.” 

“Grateful?” Geno’s lip curled back, the words almost a snarl. “I know he say this to you, Sid. You open mouth, you tell me this, and all I hear is Mario. All I hear is little lie he tell you, all the time, little poison in ear. How you so stupid, can’t go to school. How nobody want you. How lucky you are, Mario Lemieux find you, bring you to live in sad little room—”

Rage seared through Sid, white-hot and blinding. He was on his feet in an instant, the chair wobbling behind him, his heart pounding so hard he felt sick. 

“And what have you done for me? What have you ever fucking done, Geno? Buy me takeout, and show me stupid movies?” 

Geno looked like he’d been slapped. “I take care,” he said fumblingly. “I take care—with team, I protect—”

“You make it worse,” Sid said. “That’s what you do, Geno. That’s what you’ve always done. You make it worse for me.” 

The color drained from Geno’s face. Sid couldn’t seem to stop himself. He couldn’t shut his mouth. The words poured out of him like an oil spill, his rage polluting everything it touched. 

“You were right,” he said. “Mario sent me here to get on my knees and suck your dick, so you’d start acting like a captain instead of a spoiled little kid. But you don’t want that, do you?” 

“No,” Geno said. “Sid—”

“I’m better now,” Sid said. His stomach twisted, tying itself in knots. “I was shit when we were kids, but I’m better now, I’ve had lots of practice. You can fuck my face, if you want. You can make me choke on it.”

“Stop,” Geno said. “Sid, stop.” 

He stood, moving towards Sid. He reached out and touched Sid’s elbow, hesitantly, and the brush of his fingers set something ablaze inside of Sid, a roaring conflagration of rage and grief. He wanted to break something, to shatter it, to fling himself against Geno and beat his fists raw against him. He wanted Geno to hit him. 

“I’ll beg,” he said hoarsely, his throat raw. “Is that what you want? I’ll beg, Geno. I need it. I need it so bad, I need your big cock inside me again—”

Geno reared back. He looked physically ill, pale and sweating, his face a mask of revulsion. He turned away from Sid, and put his hand on the back of the chair, gripping the wood. He said nothing for a long moment, and then he drew a shaky breath. 

“I think you go home now, Sid. I will call car.” 

Sid looked at Geno’s back, at the rigid line of his shoulders. Geno’s face was turned away, a white blur in the dark windows. 

He would never come here again. He would never sit here again at Geno’s table, and watch the deer come in the early morning light to nibble at the grass. He would never look up and see the little sparrows at the birdhouse, fluttering their wings, settling in to pick at seeds. And when Geno thought of him, if he thought of Sid at all, it would be of this night, this moment, and those ugly words that hung heavy in the air between them still, like a thick and noxious fog. 

“No,” Sid said into the silence of the kitchen. “I’ll walk.” 

*

He couldn’t have said how long it took him. The Lemieuxs’ house wasn’t far, but the streets were silent and the windows of every house he passed were dark. Thunder rolled distantly in the night, somewhere beyond the hills. He could smell rain on the air. His overnight bag, slung over his shoulder, seemed to have been filled with bricks. It required a colossal effort to move forward, to put one leaden foot in front of the next. 

The sky opened up as he stood at the Lemieuxs’ gate, punching in the code. The rain came down in great sheets, soaking him to the skin, but he could hardly feel the chill. He crossed the backyard, and saw from a distance that something had been left on the landing outside the guesthouse door, an indistinct white shape. He saw it without understanding what it was, and then as he drew closer, he broke into a run. He pounded up the stairs, fumbling for the keys, his hands shaking so badly he dropped them twice before he managed to turn the key in the lock. 

The lids and sides of the white cardboard boxes were soggy from the sudden downpour. They gave under his hands as he dragged them over the threshold, cursing, half sobbing, his face wet from the rain. Inside he dropped to his knees and stripped off the lid of the top box. He made a choked sound when he saw that the contents were safe. 

His wet clothes stuck to his skin. He was hardly conscious of the cold, yet he was shivering so hard his teeth were chattering. Tremors wracked his body like sobs, although his eyes were dry, and burned fiercely. He slumped against the side of the boxes, and then slid further down, before curling up at last on the floor. 

He had gotten sick once, his first year in Mario’s service. 

There had been a party. There were so many parties, those first few years, in penthouse suites or rented mansions outside the city, the places where rich men flocked when their wives told them, I won’t have it in the house. In those days parties meant something in Sid’s drink to relax him—a pill, or a powder, to melt a stiff, unpracticed body into something lax and yielding. 

But something had gone wrong. He hadn’t eaten enough, maybe, or Mario had lost track of him, and let someone ply him with one too many drinks. They had found him in the darkened bedroom, wedged in the little space between the bed and wall. His memory of it was fragmented and strange; like a nightmare, it was the feeling that lingered, not the details. He remembered the sour smell of his own sick. He remembered being naked, and freezing cold, his body wracked with such violent spasms it felt like his teeth would shatter in his skull. 

How had they gotten him home? Probably some server had been paid to wrap him in a soiled sheet and smuggle him out a service entrance, and then paid again to forget about it after. He remembered shaking in the darkness, falling out of his bed, the white sheets tangled around his body like a shroud. He remembered a woman, bending over him in the dark. Saying his name, gently, and smoothing the sweat-soaked hair from his forehead. 

He had gazed up at her, the world blurring around him, time gone sticky and elastic. He had seen her there, a white face floating over him in the darkness, and he had wept, because it was over now. None of it had been real. It had been a long and terrifying nightmare, and now at last he was waking up, into a life he had dreamed was dead. 

Mom, he had sobbed into the darkness. Mom, I thought—

And then the face had shifted, her features melting like wax, and he had seen who it was: Nathalie, kneeling beside the bed. 

She had bathed him that night, and dressed him in clean pajamas, and sat beside his bed holding the bowl for him to be sick in, over and over again. She had smoothed the sweat-damp hair back from his forehead as he wept, and was sick, and wept again, inconsolable as a child. Near dawn he had slipped into an exhausted sleep, and when he woke at last it was to voices outside on the guesthouse steps: Mario’s low and supplicating, Nathalie’s sharp as a slap.

Ce n’est pas mon enfant. Tu m’entends, Mario? Tu m’entends? 

It was hope that shattered you. It was hope that broke you, and left you a mangled and useless thing. It was the feeling that in a moment, any moment now, you would open your eyes and realize that it had all been a terrible mistake—that really the world was kind, and people were gentle, and no one who loved you would ever leave you behind. 

Outside the guesthouse, the rain was coming down hard now, great sheets of it rattling the windows. Sid lay on the floor, curled like an apostrophe around the damp boxes, his cheek resting against the rough wood. He closed his eyes, and curled his fingers in against his palms. He listened to the rain gusting against the glass, and the faint dripping, somewhere, of a badly patched leak. He dreamed that night of dark water, the body sinking like a stone. 

*

On the night of Talia’s collaring party, Sid dressed with care in the guesthouse, and wet a comb under the tap, combing his hair neatly back. At dusk he went down the stairs, crossing the yard to the main house for the last time. 

Nathalie had left yesterday morning, for a week in Cancun with her daughters. The caterers had taken over the kitchen, and were busy arranging appetizers and drinks on trays, calling out curt instructions to the serving staff. Sid wiped his feet carefully on the mat, and went through the kitchen, his gaze fixed on the floor, ignoring the sudden hush, 

Talia was on the guest suites in the third floor, in the room that had once been Geno’s. The door was ajar. She was standing in front of a long mirror, naked except for her lace panties. She glanced at Sid in the mirror when he came in, and went back to pinning up her hair, as unselfconscious in her nudity as an athlete in a changing room. 

“You didn’t snag any of that champagne on your way up, did you?”

“I can go back down,” Sid said. 

Talia pulled the pins out of her hair, letting her long dark curls spill over her shoulders. 

“It’s all right,” she said. “You don’t know how to do hair, do you? I can’t get it to look right.” 

“Leave it down,” Sid said. “It’s pretty like that.” 

“Mm,” Talia said. She swept it over one shoulder, looking at herself in the mirror. “Will you help me with my dress?” 

It took both of them to get her into it—a slinky little evening gown with a plunging neckline, in a dark blue silk that fit her like a glove. 

“I had a nightmare last night.” Talia touched her throat, her fingers resting lightly against the hollow where the collar would sit. “I dreamed he called me up and broke it off. He said he’d found someone younger. I woke up crying, and then I saw he’d had flowers delivered to the hotel suite. Sixty-six roses. I counted.”

“He wouldn’t break it off,” Sid said. “He keeps his promises.” 

He finished doing up the last of the buttons, and stepped back to look at her. She could’ve passed for a film starlet, fresh from a red carpet. He was dressed plainly, in dark clothes, like one of the serving staff. 

“I’m nervous,” Talia said, smoothing her hands over the silk. “God. Why am I so nervous? Was yours like this—your party?” 

Sid looked at her in the mirror. 

“No,” he said. “It was different.” 

Mario had rented out a penthouse suite downtown. Before the guests arrived, they had stood together in front of the huge windows, looking down at the glittering lights of the city below, and the rolling black hills in the distance. Mario’s hand had been warm against Sid’s lower back. 

To your new home, he had said, offering Sid a slim flute of something. Champagne—dry, with a faintly salty aftertaste Sid would learn, in time, to identify. 

They had put him in the bedroom eventually, when it became clear he could no longer stand up, even to be bent over. He had dreamed for months afterwards of white faces looming over him in the dark, of cold hands parting his thighs, or holding his head steady. He had dreamed for years of a slow drowning, his limbs weighted down with lead. 

“Will you really go to school?” Talia said. “They’re all talking about it.” 

“No.” Sid blinked hard, the room coming back into focus. “I have an offer. A collar.” 

“Malkin?” 

Sid stepped away from the glass. “Someone else.” 

“What are the terms?” 

He told her. Talia looked thoughtful for a moment, considering. 

“You might make more at a house,” she said. “Especially here, with your connections. But I’d take it, if I were you. Between that and Lemieux’s money, you should have plenty to retire on.”

She looked back at herself in the mirror, frowning a little. She drew her hands up under her hair, shaking it loose, a dark cloud of curls around her shoulders.

“You’re right,” she said decisively. “I should leave it down. He likes to pull it, doesn’t he? I think it gets him off—hurting you a little.” 

*

Sid knelt in the back sitting room. Nathalie had replaced the old rug with a new one, a rough woven thing printed with a geometric design. It was ugly, and it hurt his knee, though the pain seemed to be someone else’s concern, a fact that had very little to do with him. Eugene Roscoe sat sweating on Nathalie’s expensive couch, wiping now and then at his forehead with a paper cocktail napkin. His slacks were shoved down around his ankles, and Sid knelt in front of him, bringing him off with his mouth and his hand. It had already taken forever; most of the men here were older, not to mention a little drunk, and Sid’s jaw had begun to click audibly when he stretched too wide. 

“Good boy,” Roscoe panted out, patting at Sid’s hair. “Good boy—take it for me, now, swallow it now,” and Sid obeyed, his throat working, as Roscoe groaned and trembled above him, and then at last went still. 

Sid drew back, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Roscoe groaned again, slumping back against the cushions.

“Ah, my boy,” he said. “Ah, that’s a fine mouth you have on you. Always were a talented one.” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

Roscoe’s eyes were closed. He lay back against the sofa cushions, Nathalie’s little decorative throw pillows wedged in around him. His face was bright red and shining with sweat, his spit-slick cock softening against his thigh. Sid watched him impassively for a moment. He was asleep, or maybe he had died, his heart bursting in his chest. These things happened. 

But Roscoe heaved a great sigh. He opened his eyes again, fixing them on Sid.

“Lem always was too hard on you,” he said. “Ease up, I used to tell him. The kid’s a hard worker. Don’t you see how much he wants to please you? I remember how you used to follow him around when you first came here. Looking at him like he hung the moon.” 

He sighed then, and hoisted himself to his feet, dabbing at his forehead with the crumpled napkin. He did up his slacks and patted Sid’s head.

“Good luck to you, Sidney,” Roscoe said. “Wish you the best, and all that. I won’t keep you. Looks like your next well-wisher’s waiting.” 

He patted Sid’s head again, and went out. The French doors opened, the sounds of the party drifting in. Roscoe said, in a hearty voice, “Malkin! Been a while since I’ve seen you. We’ll have to chat about the postseason when you’re finished, eh?” 

Sid went very still. 

For a moment he sat there, leaning back on his heels, motionless as a statue. He heard low voices, and then the doors closed again, and the room was quiet. 

Sid made himself stand, bracing himself against the arm of the sofa. He turned. 

Geno stood by the glass doors. He was wearing a suit and tie, though there was something disheveled about his appearance, as if he had dressed in the dark, or in a great hurry. He stared at Sid as if he were seeing a ghost, his face white and drawn. 

“Sid,” he said. “Please. I need talk to you.” 

“I’m working.” 

Geno moved towards him. He took Sid’s arm by the elbow and held it, as if afraid Sid might slip past him, vanishing back into the party.

“I know you angry,” he said. “I know—”

The French doors opened. Geno turned and moved half in front of Sid, as if shielding him from view. 

“Geno,” Mario said. “What a surprise.” 

Sid could only see half of Geno’s face, but what he saw unsettled him. It was as if someone had wiped Geno’s expression completely blank, scrubbing away any trace of emotion. 

“I don’t come for you.” Geno’s voice shook a little. “I need talk to Sid.”

“Sid is serving my guests tonight.” 

“I am guest,” Geno said. “You invite me—long time ago. You don’t remember?” 

Mario looked at him for a long moment. 

“I remember,” he said. “You seem tense, Geno. Why don’t you sit down and have a drink, and let Sidney take care of you? I know you’ve always appreciated his talents.” 

Geno made an inarticulate sound in his throat. “You—” 

“Think carefully,” Mario said coldly. “Think very carefully, Geno, before you embarrass yourself here, in my home, in front of my guests. I don’t think you’ll like the consequences.”

Geno swallowed. His shoulders seemed to sag, as if something inside of him had collapsed, some essential structure giving way. 

“Please,” he said. “Mario. I need talk to him.” 

Mario studied him for a long moment. 

“Sidney,” he said. “Take him upstairs. I won’t have him disturbing the party.” 

*

The guest suite was empty. The delicate floral scent of Talia’s perfume lingered on the air. Her things were strewn about the room: a pair of heels kicked aside by the mirror, a makeup bag overflowing on the dresser. The lights were off, though the curtains were drawn back, the room lit up by the silvery moonlight spilling in through the window. 

Geno barely even glanced around the room. He showed no signs of recognizing it. He stripped off his suit jacket and lay it on the bed, then began to yank hard at his tie, trying to loosen it. 

“Geno,” Sid said. “Why are you here?”

Geno turned to look at him. He was pale and sweating, still tugging uselessly at his tie. 

“Why we fight,” he said, his voice cracking. “Why we fight, Sid, I don’t—please, I don’t want fight. It’s almost finish. Ten year, ten year—”

He broke off. His accent was thicker than Sid had heard it in years, his English garbled. Sid looked at him, and felt no anger towards him, none of that white-hot rage he had felt before. There was only a hollow sense of guilt: guilt for hurting Geno, for rejecting his little kindnesses, for shoving their long-buried history in his face. He knew Geno wanted things to be easy. Geno wanted Sid to be happy, and easy, a smiling thing who laughed at Geno’s teasing and accepted Geno’s gentleness, like a kitten nuzzling into a friendly hand. 

“It’s all right,” Sid said. “Geno, it’s all right. I promise we won’t fight.” 

He felt very tired. He looked at the bed, and thought about what it would be like to stretch out on it, Geno beside him, Geno holding his hand in his. 

“I need see you,” Geno said hoarsely. “I sit at home all night, sit and think. It’s party, Sid, it’s Mario—I need come here, see you. I need make sure you are okay.” 

“I’m all right,” Sid said. “Look, Geno. Look at me. I’m fine.” 

Geno came towards him then. He put a hand on Sid’s shoulder, and looked at him, a long, searching look. He was very white still, but something in him seemed to settle a little, his agitation easing. 

“You okay,” Geno said, almost to himself. “You okay.” 

He lifted his hand, and brushed his knuckles, very gently, against Sid’s cheek. 

“I’m afraid you leave,” he said quietly. “I sit in house, and I think—it’s over, tonight. It’s finish, with Mario. I think, what if he leave, go away, and we don’t talk.” 

“Leave?” Sid said. “Where would I go?” 

“Maybe—Canada,” Geno said. “Maybe you want go home.” 

A flicker of memory, then: a stretch of rocky beach. Gray sky above, and the cold slate blue of the water, surf breaking on the shore. The taste of the sea, always, on the wind. It was like a place Sid had dreamed once, in such vivid detail it almost felt real. 

“No,” Sid said. “I’m not going there.” 

Geno slid his hand down to Sid’s shoulder, then let it fall away. 

“You stay here, Sid?” he said. “You have job?”

“Yes,” Sid said. 

Relief flooded Geno’s expression. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. 

“I am happy to hear,” he said, oddly formal. “It’s good job, Sid? You—it’s good for you?”

“It’s a good offer,” Sid said. “It’s not forever, but it’ll get me on my feet.” 

Geno nodded. He looked down at the ground for a moment, chewing his lip. Then he said, in a hesitant voice, “I know you busy, maybe, with new job. And for me, you know, it’s playoff. But maybe, after playoff—maybe next season, we go for dinner. Like we say. For celebrate new job.”

“Geno,” Sid said. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 

“No, it’s good,” Geno said. “I think, if you want—it’s good, Sid. We spend time. Maybe you treat. Have job now, such important guy.” He was smiling, hesitant but pleased, his eyes inviting Sid to smile back. But Sid’s face felt rigid, a frozen mask. He couldn’t remember how the muscles worked. 

Geno would be kind to him, still. Geno would be kind even as they drifted further apart, even as Sid grew thinner and grayer and older, his body wearing out through hard use. He had two years, maybe three, before he went into a house. Two years of awkward dinners, whenever Geno could squeeze him in, whenever Geno had a whim to build castles in the air, to spin elaborate fantasies of a life Sid would never live. Two years, if that, before someone in the organization took Geno aside and explained to him that there had to be boundaries. Because Geno was the captain, and Sid was a whore.

“Geno,” Sid said, as gently as he could. “I think it’s best if we don’t see each other again.”

Geno stared at him. “We take—little break,” he said, his voice faltering a little. “I give space, so you can—start new job, new life. I give space, and then, next season, we can see again.”

“No,” Sid said. “No, Geno. I’m sorry. I don’t want that.” 

He would survive this, too. He would be smaller, after—less himself, less human. But time would bear him away from it. The agony of loss would be blunted by the days and weeks and years. In time he would no longer be able to recall the sound of Geno’s laugh, or the weight of his arm around Sid’s shoulders. One day he might even stop dreaming about the way Geno used to look at him, his expression soft: like Sid was something precious, something you could love. 

“I don’t want to go to dinner,” Sid said aloud, as clearly as he could. “I don’t want to see you next season. I worked for you, Geno. I worked for Mario, and the team. But that’s finished, after tonight. I’m grateful for everything you’ve done. For how kind you’ve been to me, all these years. But it’s over now. It’s done. I need you to let this go.” 

“Sid,” Geno said. “This is—” He trailed off, looking lost. “This is what you want?” 

Sid swallowed hard. He held out his hand. 

“Good luck, Geno,” he said. “In the playoffs, and—with the team. I’ll be rooting for you.” 

Geno stared at Sid’s hand for a long moment. Then, finally, he took it. His palm was warm and dry against Sid’s. It was the last time they would ever touch. 

Sid shook Geno’s hand firmly, and let it go. 

“Thank you,” he said.

Geno nodded, once, dazed. Then he turned, and crossed the room to the door. Sid watched him go, his shoulders slumped. Geno put his hand on the doorknob, and Sid said, suddenly: 

“Geno—wait.” 

Geno turned to face him. Sid’s heart fluttered high in his throat. Shut up, a little voice in his head said. Shut up, shut up, shut up.

But he had to know. He had to hear Geno say it, once and for all. He had to cup his hands around that last little flare of hope and watch the light flicker out. 

“You won’t collar me,” Sid said. “Geno—you wouldn’t.” 

Geno stared at him, uncomprehending. Then a spasm of some emotion flickered across his face. 

“How you ask me this, Sid?” he said. “How you ask? You don’t know?” 

His eyes were sad—as if it hurt him, even now, to have to cause Sid pain. 

“No, Sid,” Geno said. “No. I never do.” 

*

When Geno had gone, Sid stood alone in the room. He stared for a long time at the place where Geno had last been, standing at the door. Then, with effort, Sid wrenched his gaze away, and let out a shuddering breath. 

Geno had left his suit jacket on the bed. Sid went to the bed and sat down on the edge of the mattress. He touched the fabric with his fingertips, and then he drew it into his arms, lifting it to his face. He breathed in the familiar scent of Geno’s cologne, deep lungfuls of it. He breathed in, deeper and deeper, until it seemed his lungs might burst, his chest too full, an immense pressure against his ribs. 

You could never go back. You could never change what had happened, or rewrite it, or make the past unfold in some other way. All you could ever do was sit in the dark rewinding the tape, playing it over and over, looking for the moment where it all went wrong. A blind turn on a dark road. Mario on a doorstep. A shy, lanky boy smiling at him, impossibly young, in a bedroom flooded with sunlight. 

The fabric was damp against Sid’s cheek. He drew the jacket away, and lay it back down on the bed, arranging it neatly, smoothing out the wrinkles with his hands, as if Geno might return to claim it. But Geno had so many jackets. Geno had a whole closet full of them, in a bedroom Sid had never slept in, in a house Sid would never see again. 

He closed his eyes. He listened, for a moment or two, to the dull thump of his heart. Then he stood, and went back down to join the party.


They lay curled up together in Geno’s big bed, facing each other. It was early afternoon, and the house was quiet around them: Nathalie was out, and the children with her. 

The jersey lay on the sheets between them, the familiar black and gold. The fabric was rough beneath Sid’s fingertips. He traced the Penguins logo first, and then, slowly, the raised outline of the C. 

Geno was propped up on one elbow, watching. He was naked, the sheets draped over his hips, and the gold chain he always wore dangled against his shoulder, half-twisted, catching the light. 

“I say yes,” he said quietly. “But I don’t know. I think maybe I’m not ready. My English.” 

His expression was painfully uncertain. Sid wanted to touch him, to smooth the lines from his forehead and turn up the corners of his mouth. Geno should always be smiling. 

“You’ve worked so hard for this,” Sid said. “You’re ready. And you know I’ll help you, if you need it. With your English.” 

Geno watched Sid’s fingertips trace the letter again. He said nothing for a long moment, and then he lay his head down on the pillow, looking up at Sid. 

“Do you ever think,” he said. “If it’s different. If you don’t get hurt.” 

Sid’s hand stilled. “Geno.”

“I know.” Geno cut his gaze away. He put his big hand over Sid’s, resting over the C. He said, in a rush, “I know you don’t like talk. But I think about, Sid. I think, sometime, if it’s different. You come here, play with me. Maybe you my A. We do together. Maybe—”

He broke off. He drew in a shaky breath, and blew it out again. 

Sid disentangled his hand. He lay back on the bed, and stared up at the ceiling for a moment, his vision blurring. There was a dull ache behind his breastbone. In the yard he could hear the birds calling to each other, trilling in the thin spring air. Where are you? Where are you? 


Here, here. Come and find me.


He lifted his hand to his throat. He traced the edge of the collar with his fingertips. Two years, and he was learning, still, to bear its weight. 

“Sid,” Geno said, his voice cracked open. “I’m sorry I say. I’m sorry—” 

Sid cut him off. 

“Come here,” he said. “Can you—I want you to kiss me.” 

Geno shifted towards him, rolling over the jersey. He blanketed Sid’s body with his own, settling over him: a familiar, comfortable weight. He pressed his forehead against Sid’s and closed his eyes. He breathed out, warm, against Sid’s mouth. 

“Kiss me,” Sid said. “You’re going to be captain.”

“They home soon,” Geno said softly, his eyes still closed. “Nathalie.”

Sid lifted his hand to stroke Geno’s hair. It was soft, feathered like a bird’s downy breast. He knew Geno was right. They would be home soon, all of them, and Sid would have to put on his clothes quietly, and sneak down the back stairs before Nathalie saw him. Geno would be absorbed back into the vibrant life of the house, the children laughing and shouting for him, calling for him to play basketball out on the drive. 

Evening would come, and night, too, and with it heavy footsteps, ascending the guesthouse stairs. And the darkness, then, would seem to go on forever. 

But it was now. It was now, and they were here, in Geno’s bed, and this was safe. This was good. His one good thing. 

He put his arms around Geno’s neck, holding him close. He tilted his face up, his mouth brushing against Geno’s.

“Kiss me,” he said. “We still have time.”


He woke slowly, in a cold and alien place. 

Weak gray light announced the morning. He was conscious, first, of the chill, and then of his own nakedness, half concealed beneath a thin sheet. His heart beat sluggishly in his chest, struggling to push warm blood into his heavy, leaden limbs. 

Laughter came—a loud burst of it, from a great distance. He closed his eyes for a moment. Then he knew who he was, and where. 

In the hall bath, Sid brushed his teeth without looking at himself in the mirrors. He spat into the sink, white foam tinged with pink. The towel rack was bare, and there were no clothes folded and waiting for him on the closed lid of the toilet. Privileges were earned, according to a system whose rules remained obscure to him. He would be cold again, though he could wrap himself, later, in the sheet. 

The laughter came again. This time he followed the sound, padding silently down the darkened hallway to the main living area. 

The condo was a massive, open-plan corner unit, with two exterior walls made almost entirely of glass. But the light here was just as wan, and the bleak industrial decor—exposed metal pipes, and polished concrete—made the place feel even grayer, as if all the color had been leached out of this pocket of the world. 

Novikov was eating gray porridge out of a large bowl. He was watching a Russian talk show on his laptop, which he seemed to like, and put on most mornings. The female presenter was pretty, but her co-anchor was a big, loud man with a grating voice, with studio laughter piped in underneath nearly everything he said. 

Sid crossed the big open room in silence. The floor was freezing under his bare feet. He went to his place beside the table, and knelt. 

Sid closed his eyes. He listened to the woman speaking, and the man interrupting her, talking over her, his grating voice drowning hers out. Laughter, again, and the clink of a metal spoon against the side of a bowl. He drifted a little, ignoring the dull throb of his bad knee. 

Novikov cleared his throat. “Today you will come to rink. I want to show off my collar.” 

Sid’s heart knocked hard against his ribs. 

“Sir,” he said softly. “The series starts tomorrow.” 

Novikov slurped porridge off his spoon. “It’s not a good time?”

“It’s just—Talia’s just started,” Sid said. “I don’t want to upset things.” 

Novikov slurped again. Then he dropped his spoon into the bowl with a clatter, and pushed it away. He turned in his chair, his knees bracketing Sid’s body. He slid a hand through Sid’s hair, and tilted Sid’s face back, looking down at him with those lifeless gray eyes. 

“I’m lucky,” he said softly. “Lucky I have such a smart whore. He knows everything, da? He knows the best way to do, the best time to do. Maybe I should wear collar. Maybe I should take off my clothes, get on knees, and suck the cock of smartest whore. What do you think?” 

Sid’s throat was dry. “No, sir,” he whispered. “I’m sorry—”

“Shut up.” Novikov’s grip tightened in Sid’s hair, though his tone was calm, and almost pleasant. “You open your mouth again, I don’t give you clothes. You come naked in your collar. And everybody will see you, and know what you are for.” 

He released him. Sid rocked back on his heels, sucking in a breath. Above him, Novikov adjusted himself unselfconsciously in his sweats, his attention already drawn back to the screen. 

“Today, after practice,” he said. “You wait for me outside room. I see you look at other guy, you sleep on floor tonight.” 

Sid stared down at the polished gray concrete. Tears pricked at his eyes, though he blinked them away, hard. On the screen the studio audience was laughing again. They were howling with it, bent over double in their seats out of sight. They slapped their thighs, screeching like jackals, and the sound seemed to go on forever.

*

The doors of the locker room were closed. Sid waited in the hall outside, listening to the sounds of the team getting changed. They had come off the ice some time ago; he had hung back around a corner, listening to the familiar sound of their shouting, their laughter. 

No one had stopped him coming in, or even glanced twice at him. The facility staff knew his face, and the collar announced his purpose. He belonged to someone. He was waiting here, outside the room, to be claimed, like a dog tied to a post outside a storefront. 

Dizziness washed over him. He closed his eyes against it, and tried to breathe. 

The door swung open. Every muscle in his body tensed, braced for impact. Nothing, for a second, and then—

“Sid?” 

A hand clapped him on the shoulder. He looked up instinctively, and then away, feeling sick. He didn’t want to sleep on the cold floor. 

“Missed us already, bud? Couldn’t stay away?” 

The door opened again. Guys spilled out, a blur of familiar faces, glimpsed out of the corners of his vision.

“Shouldn’t you be on a beach somewhere?” 

He was surrounded now. Hands slapped his back, or clapped his shoulders, jostling him back and forth. It wasn’t wrong, was it, to be touched? He couldn’t help it—surely Novikov would see that, surely he would see that Sid was helpless, passive, buoyed along in the current of their enthusiasm. 

“Whoa,” someone said. “Dude, is that—” 

“That why he’s been such a bear this week? You make him sweat for it, eh, Sid?” 

They were laughing. He didn’t know where to look; the faces around him were a blur of color, their voices a meaningless jumble of noise. His stiff new collar was too tight: Novikov had notched it himself, and Sid had let him, had knelt naked for him in the kitchen, docile and still, hardly flinching as the buckle tightened—

“Sid?” a voice said.

Everything in him slowed, and stopped. His heart turned over in his chest, with a slow, dull thump. 

Hands lifted away from him. Faces drew back. 

Geno stood in the doorway of the locker room, staring at him. His hair was damp from the showers, dripping onto his shoulders. His eyes were wide and dark, huge in his white face. 

Sid couldn’t breathe. 

Time faltered, and came unstuck. Then Geno was upon him, his long strides eating up the distance like it was nothing. He grasped Sid by the shoulders.

“Sid,” he said, his voice cracking. “You come back, you—”

The words died in his throat, as abruptly as if someone had switched off a radio. The air seemed to shiver. Geno was staring, dumbstruck, at the collar. 

“Sid,” he said, and faltered. “Sid, you—it’s Mario?” 

The hallway had gone silent around them. Sid had gone limp in Geno’s grasp, his knees too weak to hold him up. He wanted to sink to the floor, and hide his face against Geno’s leg, away from the team’s staring eyes. 

I wanted it to be you. The words stuck in his throat, like a fish bone, like a shard of glass, slicing him cleanly open. His gaze slid over Geno’s stunned white face, and away. 

Novikov was standing in the open doorway of the locker room. He wasn’t smiling, but he didn’t need to. Triumph was written in every line of his face. 

“Collar,” he said sharply, and snapped his fingers, calling him to heel. “Come.” 

At the sound of his voice, Geno went rigid. 

“No,” he said. “No.” 

His hands slipped from Sid’s shoulders. He turned, and when he saw Novikov Geno roared, lunging for him, snarling in Russian. 

But Kris was there, suddenly, holding him back, and Duper too, catching Geno’s other arm. Geno fought against them for a moment, twisting in their grasp like a wild thing. 

“No,” he said. “No, no—”

Novikov shouldered his bag. Then he turned and walked away down the hall without looking back. 

Static roared in Sid’s ears. He slipped away along the wall, stumbling forward, his legs as wobbly as jelly. Beau moved out of his way, and Rusty, and Horny, the silent crowd giving way before him. No one tried to stop him, or speak to him. They stared at him, wide-eyed, and drew slowly back, as if afraid to brush against him. 

He went down the hall. Behind him Geno made a noise on his throat—a raw, horrible sound, like an animal in pain. 

Kris’s voice came, then, strained with anger. 

“Geno,” he said. “Geno. You have to let him go.” 

*

Novikov was waiting for him in the parking lot, sitting idling inside his gleaming black SUV. He was grinning as Sid got into the car. 

“You do good, collar.” He reached over and gripped Sid’s knee, squeezing hard. “You do perfect, just like I ask. You see his face?” He made a noise in his throat, a crude imitation of Geno, and laughed. 

Sid sat in the passenger’s seat, his fingers curled into useless fists on his thighs. His chest felt hollowed out, as if someone had cracked open his ribs and scraped his insides clean. It was a brilliant spring day, but the car’s windows were tinted so dark it looked almost like night. 

Novikov peeled out of the parking lot, the engine roaring under the hood. 

“I tell him not to fuck with me,” he said. “I tell him, I will make him sorry.” 

“You wanted him to see,” Sid said slowly. 

Novikov snorted. “Why do you think I collar you? You think I look at you, can’t resist?” 

“But the team,” Sid said. “The playoffs, the—”

“Who cares?” Novikov slammed his hand against the steering wheel, hard enough to make Sid jump. “Fuck his team. Fuck this city. I don’t want to come here in first place. I tell my agent, I finish here, I go somewhere else. California, maybe. San Jose wants me.” 

He rolled the windows down, warm spring air rushing in. He crowed again with laughter. 

“You see his face!” 

*

He was skating on the surface of a vast lake. The ice was polished and dark beneath his blades, dusted here and there with a fine powder of snow. The air was cold enough to make his face stung, his fingers frozen numb inside his gloves, but he was skating, so fast it felt like flying, and nothing could hurt him, not here, not like this. His heart was beating a crazy rhythm in his chest. His lungs were burning, and his muscles too, the clean ache of good effort.

There was a knocking inside his skull. It was soft at first, barely a ripple in the dream, but grew steadily more insistent. He felt the lake waver around him, twisting, blurring. He fought to hold onto it, grasping desperately for it, but it was no use. It melted away in his numb hands, flowing like water through his fingers. 

He woke. Someone was pounding on the front door. He lay there for a long moment, and then at last he got up.

“Sid,” a voice called through the door. Sid recognized it. “I know you’re in there. Open up.” 

It was Kris. Sid watched him through the peephole of the condo, his image distorted a little by the curvature of the glass. Kris was dressed casually, in sweats and a t-shirt, as if he’d come straight from practice. He lifted his hand and beat his fist against the door again. hard enough that it shook. 

“He’s not here,” Sid said, and Kris stilled, his fist raised. 

“I know he’s not,” he said. “Jen’s keeping him busy at the rink. I’m worried, Sid. I want to talk to you.” 

Sid sagged against the door, his pulse jumping in his throat. He closed his eyes, and tried to think. 

“You can’t tell him,” he said. “You can’t—I’m not supposed to let you in. You have to promise.” 

Kris was quiet for a moment. “I promise,” he said at last. “He won’t ever know I was here, okay?” 

Sid drew back the bolt. Kris pressed forward through the door the second it cracked open, as if afraid Sid might slam it shut again if he waited. Sid drew back instinctively, careful not to touch. He felt shaky suddenly, and sick. It was wrong for Kris to be here. It was wrong, and he had let him in, and he would be punished for it, he—

“Hey,” Kris said, grasping him by the elbow. “Easy now. You’re okay.” 

He fumbled for the switch along the wall, still holding Sid up. Light flooded the dark foyer. Sid turned his face away from it, his gaze sliding to the ground. 

“Oh, Sid,” Kris said. “You look—” He trailed off. 

Sid hunched his shoulders inwards. He could smell himself, the animal reek of his unwashed body.

“I’m making you something to eat,” Kris said firmly. “And you’re going to shower while I do that. Okay?” 

In the bathroom Kris turned the shower on for him and stood waiting for him to undress. “Nothing I haven’t seen before,” he said, though his gaze lingered for a long moment on Sid’s nakedness. “There’ll be food when you’re out, all right?” 

Sid stood under the hot spray for a long time, staring blankly at the tile. It took a long time to coordinate his brain and his hands, to reach for the shampoo and close his fingers around the bottle. He washed his hair slowly, and then he bent, and began to scrub between his legs, scrubbing and scrubbing, until the skin there was pink and raw, and Kris was knocking, again, at the door. 

“Food’s ready,” he called. 

Sid stood dripping on the bathmat. He prepared himself, one leg up on the tub, fingers working in the thick, greasy lube he had crawled and begged and sucked Novikov’s cock to earn. He might be wanted later, after Kris had left him. It would hurt less if he was ready for it now. 

*

Kris had made him a roast beef sandwich, thick slabs of meat and a juicy slice of tomato stuffed between slices of brown bread. He put the plate down facing the wall of windows. Sid tried not to look out. The view made him feel dizzy and sick, as if at any moment he might tip forward through the glass, the clear pane dissolving at a touch. He was lighter these days, faded and insubstantial, but he was still heavy enough. He would plummet down, and down, smashed to bits on the pavement below. 

Kris sat down across from him. He pushed the plate towards him. 

“Eat,” he said. “All of it.” 

Sid picked up the sandwich. Mayonnaise oozed out onto his fingers, thick and white. 

“I’ve been calling you for days,” Kris said. “It goes straight to voicemail. I had Duper try too. No answer. Is something wrong with your phone?” 

“It’s dead,” Sid said. “It died.” He couldn’t even remember where he had last seen it. 

“Why don’t you charge it?”

Sid blinked at him. He felt slow and stupid. “There isn’t anyone to call.”

Kris stared at him for a long moment. 

“I was angry with you,” he said slowly. “That’s why I didn’t come sooner. I was so angry, Sid. He’s my best friend, and I couldn’t—I still can’t wrap my head around it. How you could humiliate him like that, in front of his team, when he’s shown you nothing but kindness.” 

Bile rose in Sid’s throat. He put the sandwich down, swallowing hard. 

“But I’m missing something,” Kris said quietly, watching him. “Aren’t I, Sid. There’s a reason you chose Novikov.”

“I can’t talk about other guys with you.” Sid’s voice was barely more than a whisper.

Kris reached across the table. He put his hand over Sid’s. 

“I won’t tell,” he said. “You have my word. Whatever you tell me, it stays between us.” 

His hand was warm, his touch comforting. Sid closed his eyes. He breathed in through his nose, and out. 

“He didn’t offer,” he said. “He never offered. I begged him, Kris. To keep me. To let me stay. He could—he could keep me for guests, if he didn’t—if he—” 

He trailed off. He drew his hand away from Kris’s, and covered his eyes with it. It hurt to say the words aloud. It hurt to speak at all, to have a voice, to be sitting here upright, mercilessly awake, in this cold and hostile place. 

“Sid,” Kris said carefully. “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” 

“Geno doesn’t fuck me.” Sid forced the words out, one by one. “He used to, when we—before he was captain. But I ruined it. I messed up. And then he couldn’t, anymore.” 

“What happened?” Kris said quietly. 

“I didn’t mean to,” Sid said. “I was so lonely.” A hot tear spilled out, leaking between his fingers. “He was nice to me.” 

He had never blamed Geno for it. But he had hoped—for weeks and months and years—that Geno might change his mind. Sid wouldn’t have embarrassed them both, asking Geno to kiss him again, or make gentle love to him, the way he had when they were young. It would have been enough just to be near him. To feel Geno’s hand in his hair as he sucked him. To spend a night, now and then, in Geno’s bed, curled up against the warmth of his body. 

“Oh, Sid,” Kris said heavily. “Oh, Sid.” 

There was the scrape of a chair pushing back. Then Kris was there, crouching beside him, holding him in his arms.

“Shh,” he said. “You’re all right.” 

“I didn’t want to go into a house.” A breath hitched like a sob in Sid’s throat. “I wanted—I wanted to stay here. Close to the team.”

They despised him now, after that day at the rink. Novikov liked to tell him what the team said about him in the room these days, whispering their words into Sid’s ear in the dark. He had hurt their captain, and they would never forgive him, or think of him with kindness, ever again. They knew now what he was. 

“Oh, Sid,” Kris said. “I think there’s been a misunderstanding, somewhere. We’ll take care of it, okay? We’ll sort it out. I’ll settle things with Novikov. I’ll buy your contract myself, if I have to.” 

“You buy my whore, Letang?” 

Every muscle in Sid’s body went rigid. Kris drew away from him so suddenly Sid swayed, and had to catch himself against the table. 

Novikov was standing in the wide entryway of the living area, his keys dangled from his fingers. 

“Vasily,” Kris said, a little stiffly. “That’s not—” He saw the expression on Novikov’s face, and changed tacks. He grabbed Sid by the arm. “You’re clearly not taking care of him. For fuck’s sake, look at him. He’s skin and bone.” 

Novikov’s cold gray eyes flicked over Sid, taking in his hunched shoulders, his tearstained face. 

“You think I don’t see?” he said, his voice bored. “It’s like fucking scarecrow. Hard to get up, you know?” 

Sid flinched. Kris’s jaw went tight, his grip tightening on Sid’s elbow.

“I’ll buy him out,” he said. “Today. I’ll pay double the value of the contract. Triple.” 

“I don’t sell,” Novikov said. “It’s my collar. My property. You come to my house again, you touch my things, I call police.” 

Sid’s pulse pounded dully in his temples. 

“Kris,” he whispered. “It’s okay. Just—you should go.” 

“No,” Kris said. “You’re coming home with me, Sid. I’m not leaving you here.” 

Novikov wasn’t looking at Kris anymore. It was Sid he was watching now, his face expressionless, his gray eyes flat and cold. 

“Go to room,” he said to Sid. “Go to room, and wait for me.” 

For a long moment, no one moved. Time seemed to slow. Kris was holding Sid’s arm, still, but Sid couldn’t feel the touch. 

Mario had explained to him once how it worked. A contract was legally binding, and the penalties for breaching it could be severe. Novikov would sue, if Sid violated their agreement. He could drag it out for years, if he wanted, keeping Sid mired in court proceedings, racking up legal fees Sid would have no hope of ever paying.

Kris might help him for a little while. He might feel responsible at first, for taking Sid from this place. But Kris had a career to think of, and a family to protect. It was a bad business, getting publicly tangled up with a whore. And when Kris left him—when he sat Sid down and explained, kindly, that it was best for them to part ways—-Sid would be left alone, sunk back into crushing debt, with the black mark of a broken collar on his record. 

“Sid,” Kris said. But his voice seemed to reach Sid from a great distance, and when Sid drew back from him, Kris’s hand slipped from his arm. 

Choices had consequences. His dad had always told him that, when Sid borrowed his tools and forgot to put them back, or failed a test because he had stayed out too late shooting pucks at the rink. You made a choice, and then, if you were a man, if you were a person of integrity, you took responsibility for the consequences. 

Sid had made his choice. Not two weeks ago, in Novikov’s cold kitchen, but ten years ago, in a squalid little motel room, when Mario Lemieux knocked on his door. He was responsible, now, for its consequences. 

He went past Novikov, his eyes down. 

The hallway was long and dark. Every door along it was closed, except for the last one, the little room where he lived. Wan gray light bled out onto the concrete floor. 

“Get out,” Novikov said to Kris behind him, and his voice was a steel door slamming shut.

*

He knelt on the cold floor, his hands clasped behind his back. He was trembling, a fine tremor that ran through his whole body like a current. His damp hair dripped cold water onto the back of his neck, fat droplets sliding down under the collar of his t-shirt. 

The silence was total. 

His pulse jumped in his throat. He closed his eyes, and opened them again, afraid Novikov might have somehow appeared before him in the space between. 

Footsteps in the hall. 

Novikov entered the room. He crossed the floor to where Sid was kneeling and fisted a hand in his hair. 

“You take shower,” he said sharply. “I don’t tell you to do. Why you do?” 

Sid blinked up at him. “He told me to,” he said. “He told me—”

“He tell you to take your clothes off? So he can touch you?” 

“No,” Sid said, shocked, and then, fumblingly, “No, I just—I needed to wash. I was dirty. He didn’t want to look at me.” 

“They try to keep me at rink,” Novikov said. “You told them to do? You tell them, waste my time, so he can come here and fuck you?” 

Sid stared up at him, his eyes watering. “No,” he said, bewildered. “No, I swear. I didn’t know he was coming.” 

Novikov yanked his hair so hard Sid cried out.

“Strip,” he snarled. “Bend over bed. Show me. I will know if you lie.” 

Sid scrambled to his feet, tearing his shirt off. He flung it away from him, and shoved his shorts down, too, kicking them away. He bent over the high bed, naked and trembling still, his shins pressed against the cold metal of the bedframe. 

He felt Novikov looking at him. Fingers probed at his entrance.

Sid’s heart nearly stopped. 

“No,” he breathed. “No, it’s not—”

But it was too late. Novikov pressed two fingers inside of him: an easy, greased slide. 

“You get ready for him.” His voice was low and dangerous. He twisted his fingers viciously inside of Sid, and withdrew. “You let him fuck you.” 

Sid slid to his knees. He was shaking. 

“It’s for you,” he said. “I’m yours, it’s for you—”

Novikov backhanded him across the mouth, so hard Sid tasted the bright coppery tang of blood. 

“You think I want you? You think I want a filthy slut who sneaks around, who brings men to my house to fuck him?” He grabbed Sid by the collar, yanking him up onto his knees. “How many you bring here? Ten? Twenty? You call up the whole team, to fuck behind my back?” 

“No,” Sid gasped. “No, I didn’t.”

“Where is phone?” Novikov said. “Where is the fucking phone?” 

“I don’t know. I don’t know—it’s dead, I haven’t touched it. I swear.” 

Novikov dropped him, and went to the dresser. He wrenched out the top drawer and overturned it, dumping Sid’s neatly folded socks, his worn boxer briefs, out onto the floor. Then he flung the empty drawer against the far wall, where it splintered and cracked.

“Where is it?” 

Sid lay huddled on the floor, sucking in huge, heaving breaths. He clawed uselessly at the collar, struggling to get air. “I don’t—I don’t know. My jacket?” 

Novikov strode over to the closet and flung open the door. He reached up to the shelf, and Sid made a noise in his throat. 

“No,” he said. 

Novikov stilled. His hand was still gripping the side of the white box. “You tell me no?” 

“It’s not there,” Sid said. “It’s not there, it’s in my coat, it’s in my coat—”

Novikov upended the box. 

Loose photographs flew everywhere, hundreds and hundreds of glossy images scattered across the floor. Sid scrambled forward on his knees, trying to gather them up in his arms, catching sight of fragmented images. A chubby baby, staring fixedly at a birthday candle. A woman holding a towheaded little girl on her hip, both of them waving at the camera. A boy on rollerblades, grinning hugely. Niagara Falls in the sunlight. An elderly woman cradling an infant in her arms— 

“What is this crap?” Novikov said. He flicked off the other lid, revealing a box full of VHS tapes. 

Sid was frozen, barely breathing. “Please,” he said. “Please—it’s not important, it’s nothing—” 

Novikov picked up a tape. He showed it to Sid. 

“Tell me,” he said. “Tell me how many times you bring Letang here. How many times you bring Malkin. How many times they fuck my collar in my house.” 

Sid couldn’t speak. He stared at Novikov, his eyes wide and frantic, as if Novikov’s impassive expression might reveal the answer he was looking for, the words he wanted Sid to say. 


Never. A hundred times. I wouldn’t. I did.


“Too long,” Novikov said. 

He dropped the tape on the ground. He brought the heel of his boot down hard, with a sickening crunch. 

Sid screamed. He was on his feet before he knew what he was doing, flinging himself bodily at Novikov. He slammed Novikov back against the doorframe of the closet, clawing at his face, his eyes, like a wild animal. His ragged nails raked across Novikov’s cheek, scoring angry red lines across his pale skin. He clawed and scratched and bit, until finally Novikov seized him by the throat, and lifted him bodily off the ground, and flung him backwards across the room. 

He stumbled, slipping on the loose photographs, and went down hard. The back of his head connected hard with the corner of the metal bedframe. 

He felt something loosen inside his skull. The world tilted around him, like the deck of a ship in a storm. He was lying naked on his side, on the freezing concrete, though he could no longer feel the cold. 

A foot slammed into his ribs—once, twice. He curled in on himself, helplessly. Something had gone badly wrong in his head. He felt woozy, almost drunk. Kris must have given him something, a pill, a powder. Kris had put something in his drink, something to relax him, something to make it easy. 

“Shut up,” Novikov snarled, kneeling over him, but Sid wasn’t speaking, wasn’t making any sound at all. His mouth was open, his jaw slack, and every shallow breath was agony. Now the bed would be taken from him, and the blankets, too. Now they would turn out the lights, and leave him here forever in the dark.

The world narrowed to sensation, movement and pressure. A white hand lay on the ground beside his face. He watched the fingers curl and uncurl—a reflex, nothing more. Hands on his body. He was shivering, shaking, and then he was still, he was grateful, he was good. 

His eyes were closed. His eyes were open, staring at nothing. And all around him, scattered across the floor, covering every surface, were the blank white faces of the dead, bearing silent witness. 

*

The tape was grainy and slightly faded with age. The camera shook a little, before a little girl on skates wavered into focus. She was three or four, if that, in a big puffy white jacket, her helmet obscuring most of her face. She was bawling, her face screwed up behind the metal cage, her little shoulders heaving inside her jacket.

“Come on, Tay,” the boy was saying. He was hardly more than a child himself, though he was vibrating with energy, spinning around her on his skates before coming to rest just out of reach. He held his gloved hands out to her. “You’ve got it, Tay. Look how far you’ve gone.” 

The little girl sobbed. “Mama,” she cried. “Mama—”

A woman’s voice, close and warm. “Sweetheart, you’re doing so good. Can you skate to Sidney?” 

The little girl shuffled forward, wobbling a little. “Sidn’y,” she said, sniffling. “Sidn’y—”

“You’re doing it, Tay! Mom, are you getting this? Are you getting it?” 

“I’m getting it, honey. Look at her go.” 

“Can we watch it tonight? Can we put it on the TV and show Dad?” 

“Sidn’y,” the little girl hiccuped, wobbling forward, and the boy went to his knees for her, and opened his arms wide, so that when she fell he was there to catch her, every time you played it back. 

And it was good, it was right, to stop the tape and let the screen go dark. To wind it back and leave them there, safe in the past where nothing could ever harm them. Where the long afternoon could stretch on forever, and a boy could skate in dizzy circles, sky above and ice below, and everything, everything, glowing with his happiness. 

Pause the tape. Put it in a box, in a drawer, in a room, and let him stay. Let him stay. Let him stay. 

*

“What’s the matter with him?”

“He’s drunk. Get him out of here.”

“He’s theirs, isn’t he? I’ve seen him before.” 

“Not anymore. They’ve got a girl now.” 

“Look, he’s got a collar on.”

“So does my dog—that doesn’t mean she’s got locker room access. Hey. Buddy. Move along or we’re calling the cops.”

“I’m taking him back.”

“What?”

“I think he’s sick, not drunk. Look at his eyes. He doesn’t look right.”

“You’re an idiot. If they ask, I’m telling them it was you who let him back.”

“Fuck off. Hey—hey there, kid. Come with me, yeah? This way.” 

“He can’t take that bag back.”

“I’ll handle it. Tell them whatever you want.” 

*

He was curled up on the floor, in the little space between the bed and the wall. It was safest there, a small close space, the walls leaning in around you. They couldn’t see you when they came in; they would have to work to find you.

“I swear he was here a minute ago.” 

“Go see if he’s in the hallway. He can’t have gone far.” 

His head hurt. His head hurt so much. He could feel his skull coming to pieces, little hairline cracks appearing along the surface, the pressure too great to contain. He put his arms around it, to hold it in, to hold himself together. 

They would find him. They would put him on the bed. They would tie him down if they had to, if he couldn’t just relax. 

“Jesus Christ, Sid. You scared the shit out of me.” 

A woman knelt beside him. 

“What are you doing down here?” she said. “Sid, what’s the matter? That woman said you were sick.” 

There was something wrong with her face. Her features were collapsing into each other, sinking into her face, as if her bones were made of melting wax. Only her eyes were familiar: wide and dark, perpetually surprised. 

“Sidney?”

That was his name. Sidney, when Mario wanted him, or when his mother called for him up the stairs to tell him dinner was ready. 

His mother. His mother. That was why he had come. 

“Mom,” he said aloud. His tongue was too thick in his mouth. 

The woman touched his face. Her hand was cool and dry against his flushed forehead. 

“It’s Talia,” she said. “Sid, it’s Talia. Can you tell me what’s happened?” 

It took all his effort to gather himself, to concentrate himself into a being that could speak.

“I brought them,” he said. “My mom—pictures. Can you—” He broke off, and panted, for a second, for breath. His chest was tight with sudden panic. Novikov was coming. Novikov would be home soon. He was running out of time. 

The woman turned her melting face away. 

“Something’s wrong,” she said sharply. “Get a doctor in here, right away.” 

“Keep them,” Sid said. “Can you—” He fumbled in his jacket pocket, his fingers closing around cold metal. He pressed it against her palm. 

“What’s this?” 

Mario hadn’t wanted a lot of junk cluttering up the house. But the storage unit would throw all of it out, if there was no one left to pay. It hurt Sid—it hurt him, to think of some bored employee hauling the boxes out to the trash. His mother’s cardigans, smelling faintly still of her perfume. His dad’s old goalie mask. The stuffed giraffe he had refused to let them bury Taylor with, had kept instead to molder in a box, untouched and unheld, for ten long years. 

“Okay,” she said. “You can tell me later, Sid. Come up on the bed, okay? I want you to lie down until the doctor comes.” 

“I have to go,” Sid said. “I have to be at home. I’m not allowed to leave.” 

He spoke as clearly as he could, but the words seemed garbled almost beyond comprehension. He wasn’t sure he was speaking English. Russian, maybe? Geno had tried to teach him, years and years ago. Geno used to give him a kiss, for every word he got right. But Sid was a slow learner. It must have gotten boring, teaching him. Geno must have gotten bored. 

“Sid?” 

He looked up, blinking. There he was. There he was. Like Sid had dreamed him into being. 

This was a dream. He understood it, suddenly. He was dreaming. In a little while—a few moments, an hour, he would wake up in a cold little room, alone.

Grief seized him by the throat, and held him. 

“Sid.” Geno’s voice was gentle. He was crouching down beside him. “Sid, you stay awake for me? Keep eyes open?” 

“I don’t feel so good,” Sid said. 

“We see doctor,” Geno said, in that same calm, quiet voice. “Okay? We see doctor, and then you feel better. You do for me, Sid?” 

His head hurt so much. He reached out, with fumbling fingers, and caught at the front of Geno’s shirt. It felt so real. 

“I’m sleeping,” he whispered. 

“Don’t sleep,” Geno said. “Stay awake for me. You talk to me, Sid?”

“I look for the cardinal,” Sid said. “In the window. I look in the morning.” 

“You see red guy?” Geno stroked the hair back from his forehead. “He come say hi, Sid?” 

“He doesn’t come,” Sid said. “He doesn’t know where I am.” He closed his eyes. A hot tear slid down his face. 

“I tell him, Sid. Okay? I send him. You open window and he find you. Okay?”

But it wasn’t real. He wasn’t here, and neither was Geno, and the little red bird would never find him, not even if it flew from window to window, looking inside every one. He could feel himself slipping away, slipping under, dark water closing over his head.


There were raised voices, then, and Geno snarling something, rising to his feet. Sid was aware, distantly, of noise, static filling his ears like a radio tuned to the wrong frequency, the dial cranked all the way up. 

Sidney, someone was saying, very close to him. Sid.  

But he was so tired. His eyelids were heavy, his body leaden and sinking. And it was late now; it was getting late. It was time, at last, for sleep. 

*

They were sitting on the roof of Sid’s childhood rink, their feet dangling over the edge. It was a long drop, and every time Sid peered over the edge his stomach swooped with dizzy fear. But Geno was holding his hand. Geno was holding onto him, and with his other hand he was pointing up at the sky.

“Look, Sid,” he was saying, pointing up, his expression full of wonder. He was very young, a tall and lanky boy, and it seemed to Sid that they were children, that they were growing up together here, inside this beautiful dream. “Look, Sid, look—” and every time he pointed upwards another bird took wing, a bright burst of color soaring into the air. Sid held Geno’s hand and watched them floating, higher and higher, vanishing into the brilliant blue of an impossible sky.

*

The soft beeping of a machine woke him. The room was dark around him, save for a thin sliver of yellow light under the door. He lay on his back, blinking up at the ceiling. His throat was tight and painfully sore. He lifted a hand to his neck, and stilled. 

The collar was gone.

A bright flare of panic. He sucked in a breath. The smell of disinfectant was so strong he could taste it in the back of his throat. His heart beat faster in his chest, a wave of dizziness washing over him. He had come unstuck in time. He had plummeted into darkness and woken up here, in a narrow hospital bed, and in a moment the door would open and a woman would come in, hold his hand and tell him they were dead, they were dead, they were dead—

The door opened. Voices from the hall. 

“What’s his name,” someone said. “What’s his name? Sidney—Sidney. Listen to me. You need to keep still, okay? You need to calm down.”

Something pricked at the inside of his elbow. He screamed, and tried to claw at the needle.

But it was too late. He sobbed, a dry, choked sound, and slipped sideways into sleep.

*

When he woke again it was morning. Light spilled in through the narrow window, bathing the room in a soft glow. Talia was sitting beside the bed, curled up in a hospital chair. 

Sid blinked, and blinked again. She was wearing leggings and an oversized gray sweatshirt, her hair swept up into a messy bun. She looked like a college student, on her way to meet a friend for coffee.

She looked up from her phone. Her eyes widened. “You’re awake.” 

Sid tried to speak, but no sound came out. His throat was so dry it hurt to breathe. Talia straightened up, reaching for a cup on the tray beside the bed. 

“It’s the anesthesia,” she said. “They said you’d be thirsty when you woke up.” 

She fished a chip of ice from the paper cup, and held it carefully against his lips. He opened his mouth and felt coolness slide over his tongue. 

“What happened,” Sid said hoarsely. He sucked on the ice, feeling it melt slowly in the heat of his mouth.

“You don’t remember?”

Talia gave him another ice chip, then put the cup down on the tray. “You came to the arena, during the game. I found you in the suite.” 

Sid blinked at her. “Oh,” he said. “I thought—I must have dreamed it.” 

“You were really out of it,” Talia said. “I don’t know how you managed to get there. You had all these photos with you, in a suitcase.” At the look on his face, Talia said quickly, “They’re safe, I promise. Kris is looking after them.” 

He sagged in relief. Maybe—maybe Kris would keep them, at his house. For a year or two. They would be safe there. 

“How soon,” he said, and coughed. “How soon can I go back.” 

“Back?” 

“I have to work.” He was in so much trouble already. It was against the rules, to leave the condo on his own. He had gone to the team—he had let himself be touched—

He felt a dizzy wave of terror, and fought it down. His things were with Kris. They were safe. Novikov couldn’t touch them now, and that was worth the punishment, whatever it would be. 

But Talia was staring at him. “Sid, I don’t think you understand. You had a seizure at the arena. They said there was bleeding in your brain. You needed emergency surgery.” 

Sid blanched. This wasn’t Canada. He would pay for the expense, here, every cent of it. God: how long had he been here? How much debt had he racked up already lying here? 

“But it’s okay now,” he said. “It’s okay, right? So I can—I can go back.” 

“You have a brain injury,” Talia said. “One of your ribs is fractured, the whole left side of your face is one giant bruise, and you’re so underweight the doctors have you on a special feeding plan, because apparently if someone’s starving it can kill them to reintroduce food too quickly. Sid, what about this isn’t adding up for you? You’re going to have that man arrested for domestic assault with intent to cause grievous bodily harm, and you will never, ever see him again.” 

“It wasn’t assault,” Sid said. 

“Oh, okay,” Talia said sharply. “You broke your own skull, is that it?” 

His head was throbbing again; he could feel the incision now, above his left temple. What didn’t she understand? “They can’t assault you. Not if the owner consents. He shouldn’t have—it’s not good, to cause damage. But it’s his property. I signed, Talia. I belong to him.” 

“What are you talking about?” Talia snapped. She was angry now, her color high. “Do you even hear yourself? We’re professional companions, Sid, not slaves. That’s the first thing they teach us. They don’t own you. They’ve contracted your services for a set period of time, within agreed-upon limits. No one can give consent for you.” 

He heard the words without understanding them. 

“That isn’t right,” he said. “That isn’t—” He faltered. Fumbled for the words to explain. “You say yes when you sign. When you let them—put it on you. The collar. And then you’re theirs, and they take care of it. They choose.”

They took care of everything. They took care of yes and no. They put something in your drink, to relax you, and used you as they saw fit. You made a choice, and after that the choices were made for you. You obeyed, and tried to be good. To not disappoint. To be worth the chance you’d been given. 

He looked at Talia, beseeching. She had to understand. She knew how it worked. She knew what it meant to be collared.He looked at her, and as he looked he felt the earth begin to shift beneath him. 

“Sidney,” Talia said. Her face was very white. “Did someone tell you that?” 

“They take care of it.” His voice was almost pleading. “That’s—that’s what it means.” 

That was what it meant. That was what it meant. They sat on the edge of the mattress, in a suit that cost so much you were ashamed to touch it, and they told you what you would be for. 

Black spots danced at the edges of his vision. He lifted a hand to his aching temple. 

“Oh my god,” Talia said. “Sidney. Ten years?” 

*

It was Catherine, in the end, who took him home. 

Kris had handled most of the arrangements with the hospital, though he was so busy with the series Sid had barely seen him. The team was in New York the morning Sid was discharged from the hospital, and Catherine was waiting for him outside, when the nurse wheeled him to the curb.

Sid had seen her many times over the years, but had only met her once, by accident, in an elevator in the arena. She had smiled at him and said, “You must be Sidney.”

He was afraid to be alone with her, as he had been afraid then. But in the end he was so tired he fell asleep within minutes of getting into the car, and woke only long enough to be helped into the first-floor guest room, where he lay down on the king-sized bed and slept like the dead, twelve hours without stirring. 

That was to be expected, the doctor had told them. Encouraged, even. Rest, with limited excitement, limited stimuli, as little noise as possible. 

So he slept. Catherine brought him food the next day, and spoke quietly to him. Alex was somewhere in the house—Sid heard him sometimes, little shoes clattering up and down the stairs—but Catherine kept him away, and Sid was careful not to leave the room, to keep a door always between him and the rest of the house. He didn’t understand why they were letting him stay here, even temporarily, but he would try hard to respect their wishes. 

Kris came in two days later. Sid must have dozed off, because he jolted awake to the sound of someone moving around quietly in the en-suite bathroom. 

A figure emerged from the darkness. Sid sat bolt upright in bed, his heart pounding. 

“Hey,” Kris said. “Hey, it’s okay. It’s just me.” 

He came over and switched on the bedside lamp. Warm yellow light spilled over the bed. Kris was in a suit still, a glass of water in one hand. 

“I didn’t mean to wake you.” He handed Sid the glass, then pulled up a chair next to the bed. “I was just coming to check on you.” 

Sid took a gulp of the water, trying to steady himself. His pulse was racing still; he felt it pounding in the still-healing incision over his left temple. 

“You played tonight?” he said, his voice hoarse from lack of use.

“Lost,” Kris said, with a grimace. “OT. Game six on Thursday.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

Kris shrugged it off, with a look that said he wasn’t interested in discussing it further. “Catherine says you’ve been eating,” he said. “She thinks you might be feeling a little bit better.”

Sid understood what Kris was getting at. 

“I’m feeling much better,” he said. “I should be able to leave soon. Maybe—” 

He faltered. He still got dizzy standing up, and Catherine, humiliatingly, had had to help him in and out of the bath earlier in the day. But he knew he had already stayed too long.

“Four days, maybe,” he said. “By the weekend.” 

“Four days,” Kris said, his tone neutral. 

Sid cradled the glass in his hands. Game seven would be Sunday, if they pushed through the next. It made sense that Kris would want him out of the way. 

“Three,” he said. “I can—Friday will be good.” 

Kris said nothing. Sid looked down at the half-empty glass. 

“And I’ll pay you back,” he said. “For the hospital, and—for keeping me here. I’ll sign an agreement if your lawyer draws it up.” He swallowed. “I don’t know how long it’ll take. But I was thinking about it, and I thought—you could keep the boxes. As collateral on the loan.” 

“You want me to keep your family’s things.” 

He could hear the disbelief in Kris’s voice. It sounded ridiculous, said aloud. He fumbled for the words.

“I know they’re not worth anything. But they mean something to me. They—I wouldn’t just leave them behind.” 

“Mm.” Kris looked steadily at him, his expression unreadable. “And I suppose you’ll pay interest on the loan, too.” 

Sid swallowed hard. “Yes,” he said. “Of course. I don’t really—I’m not sure what’s fair. But I’ll pay it.” 

It might be weeks before he could manage to work properly, if a house would even have him, scrawny as he was, his head half shaved. He would burn through his meager savings within a few weeks, even if he was careful with food. And then there would be the debt, the weight of it growing more crushing with each passing month, each year, impossible to ever claw his way out from under. 

Kris stood without a word. He crossed over to the windows, looking out at the darkened street below. Sid’s stomach swooped. 

Kris was silent for a moment. Then he said, “I used to think it was a little ridiculous, the way Geno worried over you. If you were eating enough. If someone was giving you a ride to the rink. If we were all treating you well, when we went to you. I never really understood it. You’re professionals, you know? You had your job to do, and you did it. And it was fine, you know, if you didn’t come out much with the team, or if you kept to yourself. That was your right.” 

He turned from the window. He looked at Sid. “I didn’t understand, until Talia spoke to me. Until she explained about the contract, and what Mario told you. I looked over it myself, and I don’t understand how it could possibly have been legal. You signed away everything. Every right, every privilege—and the nondisclosure agreement is so stringent he could probably sue you for breathing. And Sid—Sid, he offered you so little in return. The debts he paid were significant, but hardly equivalent to ten years’ earnings.”

A sick wave of shame washed over Sid.

“I should have hired a lawyer,” he said dully. He knew that now. He hadn’t been able to think, to process what was happening at the time. He had been so overwhelmed, and Mario had seemed so sure, so composed. “Or someone who—who knew how these things worked. I was so stupid.” 

“Oh, Sid,” Kris said. “No. You were a child. And you had just lost your family, your home—your career. You weren’t stupid, Sid. You were preyed upon, by a man who knew he could do what he wanted with you. Because you were vulnerable and alone.” 

He came over to the bed again. He sat down beside the bed, looking at Sid. 

“You will not pay me back,” Kris said. “Do you understand me? Consider it a gift, Sid. And—an apology. For not seeing what was happening. For not understanding what I saw. You’ll stay with us as long as you need to. When the season is over, we’ll go to Montreal for the summer. Catherine and I would like you to come with us.” 

Tears filled Sid’s eyes. He blinked hard, clutching the glass tighter. 

“I can’t do that,” he said. “I can’t—Kris. You have a child. It wouldn’t be right, to keep someone in the house.”

And I can’t bear it, he thought, but didn’t say, for her to hate me. Catherine had been kind to him, when he was very weak. But he knew it wouldn’t last. Kris would slip out of her bed one too many times; or Catherine would come home early and catch Sid on his knees. Her resentment would fester, and in the end it would be Sid who was dug out, cut off, the rot excised.

“Sid,” Kris said. “No. I need to be clear on this. You will never wear a collar, not under our roof. We’re asking you as our guest. As our friend.” 

Sid stared at him. “I can’t,” he said. 

Kris covered Sid’s hand with his own, squeezing it gently. 

“You can,” he said. “I’d like you to think about it, all right? Catherine wants to speak with you, too. And I’d like all three of us to sit down with a lawyer, when you’re feeling better. They’ve brought criminal charges against Novikov for the assault, but Talia thinks there may be a civil suit, too, against the Lemieuxs. The money could set you up for a long time.” 

Sid turned his face away. His face was wet.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said. “Any of this. You don’t owe me anything, and I can’t—I don’t have anything to give you.” 

“It’s not a transaction, Sid,” Kris said. “It’s not a debt you have to repay. You’ve been here ten years, Sid—you’re team. You’re family.” 

He squeezed Sid’s hand again, and let it go. 

“Everyone’s been asking about you, Sid. I wanted you to know that. The team, the staff—I think you’ll get a lot of visitors this summer, if you want them. And they’ve gotten together a pretty sizable collection, as a retirement present. I thought Catherine could help you open an account at the bank this week.” 

There was a lump in Sid’s throat. He wiped his face with the back of his hand. He thought Kris could tell how dazed he felt, because he stood up, then, and said, “Get some rest, okay? We’ll talk later, when you’re ready.”

At the door, Kris paused. He turned back, and looked at Sid. 

“Geno went with you to the hospital,” he said. “He sat there in the waiting room all night, all through the surgery. He wouldn’t let anyone take him home. He was there until you woke up.”

Sid stared at him. 

“I don’t expect you to do anything with that,” Kris said. “But Sid—I thought you should know.” 

*

He was underwater. It was cool and quiet in the depths, and the water was soft against his skin. Bright sunlight wavered all around him, over his head, refracted at strange angles. He kicked his legs out first, and then his arms, each smooth stroke propelling him up towards the light. 

He broke the surface. The silence fractured around him. There was the buzzing of a bee somewhere nearby, and in the distance the low rumble of a neighbor’s lawn mower. Alex Letang, in bright orange water wings, was shouting from the side of the pool. 

“Sid!” he yelled. “Sid, watch me! Watch me! You have to give me my score!” 

Sid laughed. “Okay,” he said. “I’m ready.”

Alex stood poised on the edge, teetering precariously for a moment. Then he bent his legs and leapt into the air, orange floaties windmilling wildly, suspended for an instant over the surface of the water. He was a small child, but the force of the impact send a great wave outwards. Alex sank, then bobbed up to the surface, and swam, kicking and spluttering, into Sid’s arms. 

“Did you see me?” He shoved wet hair out of his eyes, his eyes wide. “Did you see me, Sid? What’s my score?”

“That was the biggest splash I’ve ever seen,” Sid said solemnly. “I think—eleven out of ten.”


“Eleven!” Alex shrieked, and flung himself backwards out of Sid’s arms, in a paroxysm of joy. “Eleven!” 

“Sid?” a woman’s voice called.

Catherine came down the steps to the pool. She was dressed in cutoff shorts and a loose white top, her blond hair plaited over one shoulder. Her expression was slightly pinched with worry.

“Hey,” Sid said. He snagged Alex by a water wing, drawing him over to the shallow end. “Everything okay?” 

“Mama!” Alex said. “Mama, did you see me?”

“You were wonderful, mon chou,” she said, kneeling down beside the pool. She looked at Sid, her eyes serious. “Sid, there’s someone here to see you.”

“Duper?” Sid said. “He said they might be in town with the kids.”

“No,” Catherine said. “It’s not Pascal.”

She looked at him for a moment, and Sid understood. 

“Oh,” he said. 

“I can send him away,” she said. “If you’re not ready. I’ll tell him to come back another day.” 

Sid looked out over the pool. It was a perfect, cloudless late summer afternoon. The sunlight reflected off the water, and for a moment his head hurt, a bright pain behind his eyes. Then it passed. 

“I’ll see him,” Sid said. “I want to change first, if that’s all right.” 

“Of course,” Catherine said. “He will wait. I’ve put him in the yellow room.” 

Alex was splashing loudly in the shallows, singing to himself. Catherine glanced over at him, smiling faintly, and then looked back at Sid. 

“You can come get us,” she said quietly. “Any time you need us, all right? You call for us, and we will come. We won’t be far away.” 

Sid swallowed. “Thank you.”

She studied him a moment longer. Then she leaned forward on her knees and kissed his wet forehead, a soft brush of her lips.


“We’re making pie,” she said. “Do you like apple, or blackberry?”

“Whichever you want,” Sid said, and then, at the look she gave him, he said, “Apple, please.”

“Perfect,” Catherine said. She straightened up, and held out her hand to Alex. “Come here, sweetheart. Come and help me in the kitchen.” 

When they had gone inside, Sid pushed away from the side. He floated out to the middle of the pool on his back, looking up at the blue sky. He closed his eyes and felt the sun on his face, and the way the water held him up, weightless, floating. 

Inside the house was cool and dark. He could hear Catherine and Alex in the kitchen, their voices drifting through the half-open door. He dried off with a big fluffy towel still warm from the dryer, scrubbing at his face, toweling his hair until it was only damp. 

There were four little stalls in the laundry room. Each was labeled in chalk—KRIS, CATHERINE, ALEX. And over the fourth, in uneven, spidery letters Catherine had helped Alex shape: SIDNEY. 

Sid stood there for a long moment, looking at his name. Then he hung his towel on the hook in his stall, and dressed in the clothes Catherine had left folded for him. 

*

Geno was waiting for him in the yellow room. 

He stood by the far window, looking out over the gardens. The beds were a riot of color this time of year, one last wild flowering before the cold crept in. Sid paused in the doorway, his fingers curling around the frame. He let himself look, just for a moment: at the curve of Geno’s back, and the slight stoop of his broad shoulders. At that spot where his hair was thinning, the scalp starting to show, when Geno didn’t muss it up with his fingers. 

Sid looked for a moment, and then he went in. 

“Geno,” he said. 

Geno turned. He was holding his baseball cap in his hands, plucking nervously at it with his fingers. He looked at Sid, then cut his gaze away. 

“Sid,” he said. “Thank you for see me.” 

“We can sit down,” Sid said. “If you want.” 

The yellow room was more formal than the big open family room in the back of the house. There were none of Alex’s toys scattered around on the rug, no strange stains—grape juice, tomato sauce—on the pristine white sofa. Sid sat awkwardly on the edge of the sofa, resting one hand on the carved wooden armrest. Geno, after a moment’s hesitation, took one of the stiff-backed chairs opposite him. 

Neither of them spoke. They sat there, not looking at each other. Geno turned the cap over in his hands. 

“I wanted to thank you,” Sid said at last. “For testifying at the trial, and—for giving a deposition, in the civil suit. I know you—I know it’s been hard, with the press.” 

“I am glad to do,” Geno said, a little stiffly. “It is very important.” 

Silence. A clock ticked somewhere. 

“Head is okay, Sid?” 

“Yes,” Sid said. “I still, uh. I get dizzy, sometimes, if I overdo it. Vertigo. But I haven’t had a migraine in weeks.” 

Geno knew, of course. Kris had asked Sid, months ago, for permission to keep Geno updated on the recovery process. He knew Kris talked to Geno, once a week at least on the phone. Kris had offered to let Sid read their text messages, too, but Sid had said no. He was working hard to trust Kris, and Catherine, too. They had earned that from him. 

Geno talked to Kris. But the last time he had spoken to Sid was that night at the arena, when Sid had held onto Geno’s sweater, and believed he was a dream. 

“Good,” Geno said. “Good. I am glad.” He cleared his throat. “And you are—it’s good, here?” 

Sid looked away out the window. From here he could see the bright marigolds he had planted with Alex early in the summer, bursts of orange and yellow. They had dug in the dirt for hours that day, the soil rich and dark under their fingers. Alex had found a worm and shrieked until Sid dug it carefully out for him, holding it in his cupped palms so they could watch it together. 

“They’re good to me,” Sid said. “I’m happy here.” 

“Kris say maybe you stay.” 

“Yes,” Sid said. “For a few more months. Catherine’s parents are getting older, so she’s thinking about splitting the season till Alex is in school. They’ll stay here till Christmas, at least. I’m helping take care of Alex.” He hesitated. “And I’m—there’s a counselor I see here. A specialist. And a group I go to, once a week.” 

Geno’s eyes flicked up to meet Sid’s. “I’m glad,” he said. “I’m glad to hear.” 

Silence fell. It seemed to bear down upon the room with a physical weight. Sid could feel the strain in his shoulders and back. Finally, he could bear it no longer. He stood. 

“Thank you for coming,” he said, his voice brittle. “I’m sure you—you must have a lot going on. I won’t keep you, if you—”

“Sid, please,” Geno said, and his voice was so heavy Sid stopped, and looked at him. 

Geno looked exhausted. He had always rolled in from the offseason bronzed dark from the sun, but his skin was pale now, even in late summer, and tinged with gray. There were dark circles under his eyes, as if he had slept restlessly, or not at all. He looked at Sid, and Sid saw guilt in his expression, and something darker, too, something like grief. 

“I come to see you,” Geno said. “To see you are okay. And I come—for other reason, too. I need tell you something. I need explain.” 

Sid put a hand on the back of the sofa. “You don’t need to explain,” he said, in that same brittle, artificially bright voice. “It’s fine, Geno. You testified, and that’s—I didn’t expect anything else.” 

Geno flinched. He looked at the cap in his hands. 

“I need tell you something,” he said again. “I don’t come before, because—I am coward. Because I know, when I say to you, it is different. You don’t see me same way.” 

Sid’s face was beginning to feel slightly numb, and his hands, too. Slowly he sat down again. 

“Okay,” he said. “You—I’m listening.” 

Geno looked at him, once. Then he looked away, setting the cap carefully down on the coffee table. 

“Sid,” he said. “When I make captain, there is party for me. Mario tell me—it’s for celebrate. Meet his friend, meet donor, meet many important people. I am nervous. My English—it’s hard, still. But I say okay, okay. I say, it is honor for me.” 

Sid felt a sick wash of dread. He made himself put his hand on the carved wooden armrest, and looked at it, touching it with his fingertips. That was his hand. This was his body. The wood felt smooth and polished. 

“There is house, outside of city,” Geno said. “There is food, drink. Many people there, many men. I’m nervous, but it’s okay. Mario introduce me, take me around, take care. Then he say to me—Geno, we have special reward, for you. For make captain.” 

Sid sat frozen in his chair, his fingers curled so tightly around the armrests he thought the bones might splinter. He wanted to scream. He wanted to open his mouth and cry out—for Catherine, for anyone, to come in and put their hands over Geno’s mouth, keeping the words inside. 

But he was paralyzed. He had no voice. He could only sit here, frozen, listening. 

“I don’t understand,” Geno said. “I think—it is different, in America. Collar is safe, here. Make money, can choose. Have rule, have law, for protect. And then—there is party. There is reward. Mario bring me to room and I see—I see you, on bed. And I don’t understand what I see.” 

He broke off. He drew in a ragged breath, his expression twisting, a rictus of pain. Sid imagined it, and tried not to: Geno’s white face swimming up out of the darkness. Geno’s hands on his body, pressing him down. 

“It’s okay.” Sid forced the words out. His heart hurt, a physical ache. “Geno, if you—I understand. You don’t need to tell me, or explain. It was a long time ago.” 

Geno’s head snapped up. He stared at Sid, his eyes red-rimmed.

“You think I do?” he said. “You think I do to you, Sid, when you are scared—when you are confuse, don’t know what is happening?”

Sid swallowed hard. He could no longer feel his hands. He said carefully, “Geno, if you—I don’t blame you for it. I know how Mario can be. I understand. You were young, and you were in a strange place, all alone.” 

“And you are not, Sid?” Geno burst out. “You are not young? You are not alone, in strange place, with no one to protect?” 

He got abruptly to his feet and crossed the room to the window. He put his hand on the white frame, leaning heavily against it. He was silent for a long moment, and then he said, in a low, intense voice, “I never do. Never. You are my friend. You are person I care about. You are person, Sid. Even if Mario open door, and it is stranger, it is boy I never see before, never see again—still I know it is wrong. I am young, but I know. I will never do.” 

The rush of relief Sid felt was so immense, so overwhelming, it took everything in him not to slide from the chair and press his face against the rug, weeping. Instead he made himself uncurl his fingers from the armrest. He rubbed at them, trying to ease the stiffness in his joints, the blood flowing back into them. 

Geno was talking now, in a flat, inflectionless voice. “I try to take you home. I put you in my—in suit jacket. You are very confuse, not make sense. Hard to walk. You don’t know me, I think, and that make me very scared. I try to put you in car, and when Mario come to stop me, I tell him—there is rule here, in America. There is law, for protect. I know this.” 

Sid tried to imagine it: Geno, white-faced and painfully young, hardly more than a child. Trying, in his mangled English, to tell Mario Lemieux what was right. 

“Geno,” he said, but Geno shook his head. 

“He laugh at me. I remember this. I remember always—how he is angry, but he laugh. He point to man inside, at party, and tell me, he is police. He point to other man, say, he work for mayor. Mario say, if I call police, he give money, they go away. And then—then he will sell you, to friend, or give to other team, other city. Because I don’t keep mouth shut. Because I make trouble for Penguins.” 

Something slotted into place. That strange, crackling tension between Mario and Geno. How careful Geno had always been, to accept Mario’s gifts. To never give offense.

“Geno,” he said, very quietly. “He couldn’t have done that. I don’t know about the police. Maybe that’s true. But he couldn’t have—traded me, like that. It’s not that kind of contract.” 

Geno nodded once, jerkily. 

“I know this,” he said. “I know this now. Lawyer tell me, paper tell me. Talia tell me, when I ask. But I’m so stupid, then. I’m so stupid. I think he must be right. He know more, he know so many people. And if I tell, if I am wrong, maybe he punish you. Hurt you, take you away. So I keep secret, for Mario. I keep quiet, don’t tell what I see. Because I—”

He broke off. Then he closed his eyes and said: “Because I have feeling for you, Sid. I have feeling. And I tell myself, if you are here, with me, I can take care. I can protect. Until you can be free.” 

There was a long silence, then. Sid listened to the chirping of the birds in the garden, and the distant sound of Alex shrieking in delight, somewhere in the yard. He listened without hearing, without understanding, in a strange daze. 

“That was why you stopped,” he said. “That was why you told me—you wouldn’t sleep with me anymore.” 

“I make promise,” Geno said, his head bowed. “Never again. Never with collar. Two year I am with you, and I don’t know. I don’t know what Mario do. I think—I am good. I respect. I am friend to you. But then I see, at party. I see what collar really mean.” 

“I didn’t know,” Sid said. “I didn’t know. I thought—”

Something was rending inside of him, cracking him open. He tried to breathe through the pain, but it seemed to go on and on, wave after wave of anguish. He put a hand instinctively to his neck, to tug at the collar, but his fingers touched bare skin. It should have soothed him, but terror flooded him instead, filling every cell of his body. His heart was beating faster and faster, his throat closing up. He was drowning. He was drowning in the open air, his lungs crushed under the pressure. 

“Sid,” Geno said. “Sid.” He was there, kneeling beside Sid’s chair. He clutched Sid’s hand in his. “Slow, Sid—slow, slow. Breathe. Breathe for me.” 

Sid leaned heavily against him, his head against Geno’s shoulder. He gasped for breath like a dying man, gripping Geno’s hand like a lifeline. It seemed to go on forever, but Geno stayed still, stayed with him, and gradually the terror washed over him and away, the tide receding.

He came back to himself in pieces. This was his hand, clutched in Geno’s. This was his body, stiff and frozen on the sofa. He was here, not somewhere else. He was here, safe, within the four walls of his home. 

“Slow,” Geno murmured, his voice a low rumble in his chest. “Slow, Sid.” 

Sid leaned his forehead against Geno’s shoulder, feeling the warmth of him. “I thought it was my fault.” His voice cracked, and broke. “I thought—someone told you. Gonchar, maybe. Or Jen. Maybe—maybe Mario.” 

“Tell me what, Sid?” 

Sid swallowed. He shut his eyes. “That I loved you. I was in love with you. And that wasn’t okay. You were captain now. You were important. And I was just—”

It was so raw, still. A wound that had never fully closed or healed over. 

“I was nothing,” Sid whispered. “I was nothing. You had to—to help me understand. There needed to be limits.”

He felt Geno stiffen against him, and draw back. Geno stared at him, a look of naked horror on his face. Black, viscous shame welled up inside of Sid, that awful toxic sludge. He tried to pull away, to curl into himself, but Geno was holding him still, Sid’s hand caught in his. 

“Sid,” Geno breathed. “Sid, no. I don’t know this, Sid, I don’t know. I think it’s only me. I have feeling for you, and I worry if I say, it’s pressure for you. I think, I’m captain now. And maybe—maybe for you, I am like Mario. I say to you, and you can’t say no.”

Sid looked away. He felt shaky and weak, as if a great storm had ravaged through him. He tried to imagine what it might have been like, if Geno had told him the truth. If Geno had come to him, that day in the guesthouse, and told him everything. 

Everything might have been different. Ten years in Mario’s collar, still, but with Geno beside him, Geno holding him in the dark. 

Geno must have seen something of it in his face. He looked gray, and older than Sid had ever seen him, the lines around his eyes carved so deep. 

“I think you are right,” Geno said quietly. “When you say to me, I make worse for you. Ten year I tell myself—I fix. I protect. But I hurt you, Sid. I leave you to Mario. I leave to Vasily Novikov, because I don’t hear you, when you say. When you look at me, say to me, you need help.”

“I didn’t say,” Sid said. “I couldn’t tell you, Geno. I didn’t know how.” 

His gut twisted with shame. It hurt him still, to think that he might have gone to Kris and told him the truth. That he might have told someone, anyone, what was happening to him, and changed the course of his own life. But he was learning, slowly and sometimes painfully, to think of it differently—to recognize the things he had done to keep himself safe, the ways he had fought to keep his head above the water. 

“Sid, you ask me.” Geno’s eyes were shadowed. “You ask me for protect, for collar. I know how hard this is, for you. But I don’t hear you. I am so focus on—what I want. I want have dinner with you. I want spend time, be friend. No collar, no Mario. I have—little dream, about what it’s like. And I love my dream so much I don’t see what is real. I don’t hear you when you ask me for help.” 

He shook his head. “I don’t ask for forgive. I don’t expect, Sid. But I want come here, tell you, in person. I want see you, last time.” 

“What do you mean?” Sid’s pulse picked up. “What do you mean, last time?” 

Geno swallowed. “Sid—I know it’s finish, now. You have new life. You start over, start new. I am happy for you. I see you here, safe, with family, and I am so happy. I think—that is real dream, Sid. That is what I should always dream for you.” 

He squeezed Sid’s hand, and looked at him, long and searching, as if he were trying to memorize Sid’s face. Then he let go, and got slowly to his feet. 

Sid watched him. He sat very still, in the quiet of the yellow room. Everything seemed dreamlike and slow, time eddying and flowing around them. It felt then as if anything might happen, any impossible thing. 

“Geno,” he said. “Let me—I want to tell you something. I want to tell you.” He stood, steadying himself against the sofa. He took a breath, grounding himself again in his body. “I used to look at your window. Every night, Geno, those years you lived with the Lemieuxs. I could see it from my bed.” 

He thought of it now: that little square on the third floor, light spilling out into the darkness. 

“When Mario came—when he—I used to turn my head, and look at your window. And if the light was on, I’d pretend like you were waiting up for me. Like you knew what was happening, and you wanted me to know I wasn’t really alone. I used to look at the light and pretend that when it was over, I could sneak up the stairs to your room and crawl under the covers with you. And you’d hold me, and make me laugh. You’d tell me it was going to be okay.” 

He felt the old helpless grief welling up inside him again. It took effort, this time, not to swallow it down. It was okay to feel it. It was okay to feel. He wasn’t going to drown. 

“Then you left,” Sid said. “And the window—it was always dark, after that. And I knew you weren’t waiting anymore. I knew I was alone.”

Geno was staring at him. “Sid,” he said, his voice raw with pain. 

“That’s what I want to tell you,” Sid said, choked. “It doesn’t make it better, when you go away. It doesn’t change what’s happening. It just means you’re not here.” 

He got to his feet then. He closed the distance between them, and took Geno’s hands again in his. He gazed down at them, at Geno’s long fingers, his broad creased palms. For ten years, those hands had stroked Sid’s hair, and brought food for him to eat, and drawn blankets over him as he slept, to keep the cold away. For ten years those hands had held the cracked pieces of Sid’s life together—not to trap Sid, not to confine him, but to ensure no part of him was lost. So that when he was ready, when he was here, Sid could begin the slow, painful work of piecing himself together, of making himself whole. 

Geno would never collar him. He would never own Sid; he would never even try. And for the first time the knowledge filled Sid not with grief, but with a feeling like daylight breaking in a darkened room. The night had lasted so long. But it was morning now. It was morning, and Sid was waking up. He was awake in his own life, for the first time in a long time. 

It could have been different. You could rewind the tape a thousand times, trying to trace back what had happened to some decision, some mistake, the precise moment at which the future could have been changed. If he had asked Geno why. If he had told Mario no. If they had left in the morning, instead of driving through the night. But you couldn’t know what would come. And you couldn’t live like that, all your life in a dark little room, your face turned always towards the past. You could only choose as best you could, in the moment you were in. You chose, and you hoped. 

He lifted Geno’s left hand to his face. He brushed his mouth against the backs of Geno’s knuckles, kissing them one by one. Geno made a soft, wondering noise.

“Sid?” he said.

Sid looked at Geno then, at his familiar face, his familiar beloved face. He was conscious of a faint but unmistakable stirring inside him, joy fluttering like a bird’s wings against his ribs. He looked at Geno, clear-eyed, and chose.

“Don’t go,” Sid said. “Geno. I’m asking you to stay.”
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