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Yesterday You Knew Tomorrow

    by Lake (beyond_belief)

      Summary

      It's only later, once Ryan's crawled up a little out of his black hole of despair, that he realizes he went to Edmonton because it was the one place in the last few years where at least for a while, he felt like he was home.



      Notes

        This story goes alt-u after November 8th, 2013, when the Florida Panthers placed Whitney on waivers. In reality, he got sent down to the Rampage. Handwaving away that two-way contract, oh yeah, the prerogative of fiction.
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Yesterday You Knew Tomorrow

    
      Ryan parks on the street and leaves all his stuff inside the car. He goes into the dark house without once wondering if the locks have been changed or if anyone else has moved in. He takes his shoes off by the front door, walks into the living room, and promptly passes out on the couch. It still smells a little like the beer they'd spilled on it last season.
Someone's poking him on the shoulder now, none too gently, and Ryan hears Hallsy saying, "Whit. Whitter. Ryan."
"'m up," he mumbles. He tries to swat at Taylor and fails.
"You're on my couch."
He pushes himself upright, blinking. Hallsy looks the same as ever in his navy game day suit and tie. Ryan rubs away the crust from the corner of his eye and says, "Good job stating the obvious, buddy. I let myself in. Sorry."
Taylor shrugs and smiles at him. "It's cool. You want a sandwich?"
"Yeah, thanks." Ryan hadn't realized how hungry he was until that minute, and he also can't remember the last time he stopped to eat something. Possibly when he filled up the tank in Saskatoon.
He stays sitting on the couch while Taylor changes into pajamas, then follows him into the kitchen. Ryan blinks at the clock on the microwave; it's nearly midnight. "How was the game?" he asks belatedly. 
Taylor shakes his head like he doesn't want to talk about it, a feeling Ryan both understands and respects. Taylor slaps peanut butter onto some bread and then stares down at his work. "You want jelly?" he asks.
That means he wants jelly and didn't take it out of the fridge.
"I'll get it," Ryan says, and opens the refrigerator. It's even more bare than he remembers it being, which reminds him. "Hey, where's Ebs?"
"Him and Lauren got their own place."
Ryan feels like he should have known that. "Huh."
"It's cool," Taylor says. He sounds like it's not cool at all. He eats a spoonful of peanut butter straight from the jar. 
Ryan decides not to mention how that's gross. For now. Instead, he says cautiously, "Lotta house for one dude."
"If you're gonna hang out for a while, that makes two dudes." The invitation is clear on Taylor's face, even to Ryan's currently messed-up sensibilities.
"Yeah?"
"Totally." Taylor grins and hands him a sloppy PB&J.
There's jelly all over the side of Ryan's hand and he's still half-dopey from his post-drive nap, but Taylor keeps looking over and smiling at him as they stand side by side, leaning over the sink to eat. He seems glad that Ryan's there, and it's the best Ryan's felt in a couple of weeks.
Taylor tells him in between bites that there are sheets on all the beds and that he should move his car into the garage. Then he begs off a few minutes later to crash, and that's Ryan's first night back in Edmonton.
*

Taylor's still asleep when Ryan wakes up in the morning and still asleep when he gets out of the shower, so he unloads the stuff from his car into his old room, pulls a hat down over his ears, and goes to the grocery store only a few blocks away. It's fairly early and most of the customers are at least twice Ryan's age. He gets asked to help little old ladies get items down from high shelves twice before he's made it even halfway through the store.
He buys mostly the same things he remembers buying when he lived with Hallsy and Ebs, with probably more vegetables, and a handful of snacks he likes but that are hard to find in the States. Afterward, he goes through the Timmy's drive-thru and gets a cup of coffee and a muffin, just because he can. 
"Where's mine?" Taylor asks when Ryan walks through the garage door.
"Figured you'd still be in bed. Help me bring in these groceries." Taylor looks longingly at the Timmy's bag and Ryan rolls his eyes. "I'll share, okay? If you help."
Taylor grins and follows him out to the car. They carry everything in, and Ryan puts it all away where he figures it should go while Taylor divides the muffin. "Thanks, Whit," he says happily, taking a huge bite of his half. Crumbs sprinkle down his shirt. 
"Yeah, yeah," Ryan mumbles. He puts the last of the pasta boxes in the cupboard, then snags his cup.
"Is this cranberry something?"
Ryan takes an obnoxious slurp of the still-hot coffee. "Yep."
"It's good."
"That's why I got it, buddy." He breaks his half into pieces and stuffs one in his mouth. 
Taylor leans over the sink and sticks his head under the faucet to take a drink of water. Ryan stares, disbelieving. "You are so uncivilized," he says. "Why am I surprised? I shouldn't be surprised."
Taylor grins widely, wipes water from his chin, and opens the refrigerator to survey Ryan's purchases. "You want some money for the groceries?" he asks, poking around the shelves. 
"No," Ryan says. It's sharper than he intends it to come out. 
"I'm going to eat at least, like, half of this." Taylor closes the door and turns around.
Ryan brushes muffin crumbs from his fingers. "I said no."
"Oookay." Taylor draws the word out, frowning at him. 
"I'm not broke."
Taylor's frown deepens. It makes Ryan's stomach twist, not a good combination with the coffee. Taylor says quietly, "I didn't say you were, Whit."
Ryan takes a deep breath. "Sorry," he whispers. He reaches out and knocks a fist lightly against Taylor's arm. "Sorry. Forget about it?"
"It's forgotten." 
Ryan moves to toss the cup in the garbage and when he turns around again, Taylor's right there. He hugs Ryan around the waist, sort of hesitant. Which, Ryan gets it. They haven't talked at all about how they'd hooked up a few times over the last few seasons, here and there when they were both single. Hell, they hadn't talked about it while it was happening. Ryan's content to ignore the topic if Taylor is. Things are strange enough in his life, he doesn't need to make them even more weird.
Hallsy says, "I just want you to like it enough here that you stay a while, is that bad?" 
Ryan wants to roll his eyes, because honestly, but instead he ruffles Hallsy's already messy hair and says gruffly, "Of course I like it here, dumbass. Came back to hang, didn't I?"
*

He's in the basement, making use of Hallsy's free weights, when he hears the front door open upstairs. There's what sounds like a herd of feet, and then Taylor is calling loudly, "Whit?"
"Downstairs!" Ryan yells back. "There's lunch if you want!"
"I brought Nuge!"
"There's enough for him, too!" 
Ryan hears the television turn on, not loud enough to make out what they're watching, and the herd of elephants noises fade out. He finishes his workout and replaces the weights, then jogs up the steps. Taylor and Nuge are both sitting on the couch with giant bowls of Ryan's leftover lemon chicken fettuccine. "Whit, this is super good, dude," Taylor says without looking away from the basketball highlights that are on.
Nuge bobs his head. "It is."
"Thanks, dudes." Ryan flicks a finger at the back of Nuge's neck, not hard. "Hey, man."
Nuge grins up at him. There's spinach between his front teeth. "Good to see you, Whit. Thanks for lunch. Sorry we're basically gonna eat and run."
Ryan shrugs. He knows how it is. "You got a little, uh…" He touches a finger to his own teeth. Out of the corner of his eye, he can see Taylor shaking slightly with suppressed laughter. 
"Oh. Thanks." 
Ryan shakes his head and goes into the kitchen to get his own bowl of pasta. There's just enough left. He lingers in the kitchen for a while after it's warmed up, rather shamelessly trying to eavesdrop, but Hallsy and Nuge talk for thirty seconds about the Thunder and then lapse into silence. Ryan gives up and goes back into the living room, sits down on the end of the couch, and only gives Taylor a death glare when he pokes his toes into Ryan's thigh instead of smacking him on the head. 
The team would probably sue him if he broke Hallsy, anyway.
"Whit, you look serious," Taylor says, once basketball highlights are over. 
"I'm eating," Ryan replies.
Taylor's feet flex against his thigh again. "The cleaning lady comes tomorrow, so don't be scared when she keys in."
"If it's still Miranda, we've met," Ryan says dryly.
"Oh. Yeah."
Nuge snorts. "Hallsy, you're so dumb."
Out of the corner of his eye, Ryan sees Taylor make a wounded face at Nuge as he says, "Hey, only sometimes."
"Nah, still most of the time."
Taylor glances at Ryan as though he's about to ask him to weigh in, but then looks away, quickly like he's changed his mind. Ryan keeps methodically eating his pasta. He's sort of waiting for Nuge to ask why he's there, or say something about the Panthers and how could Ryan fail so miserably at life, but Nuge only finishes his food, punches Taylor lightly in the arm, and says they should probably get a move on to the airport. 
"Yeah, lemme just go grab my shit," Hallsy says. He climbs off the couch after one final annoying push of his feet against Ryan's leg.
Nuge disappears with the dishes. Ryan finishes eating and stares at the television until Taylor comes back downstairs with his bag of stuff for the plane. "So, um," he starts, standing in front of the sofa, blocking Ryan's view of football.
"See you when you get back, Hallsy."
"You'll still be here?"
"Wasn't planning on leaving, as long as it's cool with you." Ryan stretches out one leg and nudges his toes against Hallsy's thigh in clear echo of earlier. 
"Cool." Taylor grins, and Ryan can't help but grin back. "Don't be scared of Miranda. Don't karate chop her."
"I'm going to karate chop you if you don't get going," Ryan grumbles, and kicks at Taylor as he ducks back around the sofa, laughing.
*

The house is quiet with Taylor and everyone else they know gone for the roadie. When he wakes up in the morning, Ryan has a brief moment of remembering that nearly crushing loneliness of being left at home on injury. Then he reminds himself he's fine, pulls himself out of bed, and wanders down to the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee. The house is still and his footsteps echo.
His mom calls while he's staring at the Keurig. "How's Edmonton? I know you made it, I saw your tweet."
When he crossed the border into Alberta, he stopped and took a picture of the province sign, posted it without a caption. Sometimes he forgets that his mom reads his Twitter, that she sees the mostly impersonal things he writes off the moment they disappear into the ether of the internet, sure to be scrutinized by fans and media alike. 
"Be careful," she told him once. "Those things you say are sometimes more personal than you think at the time."
"It's actually kind of nice," he replies to her now. "Hallsy lets me hang out and doesn't bother me much besides eating my leftovers and insisting we play Tiger Woods on the Xbox. I think he's happy to have someone watch the place while he's on the road." 
"Are you coming back home for Christmas?"
He hadn't thought about it yet, and says as much.
"Well, your aunt and uncle are coming, and Sean says he's bringing his girlfriend, and you haven't fit on the sofa since you were thirteen, so the house is filling up pretty fast."
"Uncle Norman fits on the sofa," Ryan says with a chuckle. "Yeah, I don't know. I sort of figured I'd end up hanging around here, y'know, cook some Christmas dinner for the guys who don't have anywhere else to go, that sort of thing. Watch some Home Alone."
"You, cook? That would certainly be nice of you," his mom says, and Ryan can hear the laughter in her voice. "I know it's still a few weeks away, but let me know soon, okay?"
"You bet, Mom."
"How's everything otherwise?"
Ryan shrugs before remembering she can't see him. "It's all right, I guess."
"You're only guessing?" she asks softly, and Ryan twitches, hard enough that his coffee sloshes over the edge of the mug and drips onto his hand. 
"I'd rather be playing," he says, after a few seconds of editing responses in his head.
His mom makes what he figures is supposed to be a gentle consoling sound. "I know, honey. But you're not, and you have to learn to live with that, at least for now." 
Ryan knows she's right. He props the phone between his head and shoulder and wipes up the coffee with a paper towel. "So what else is new at home?"
She fills him in on various family members, his dad's car restoration, who in the neighborhood is putting up the tackiest Christmas decorations. Twenty minutes pass, and Ryan empties his cup and brews another before she's done with her rundown. It's sort of soothing to listen to a stream of details about other people's lives, people who have absolutely nothing to do with professional hockey, people who might watch a Bruins game on television occasionally but aren't just sitting around waiting for their agent to call, like there's any sort of offer left out there.
Ryan knows he's bitter about being unceremoniously dumped, and figures he will be for a while yet. He thinks it's warranted. Three times in a single year. Fuck.
"Anyway, I have to hang up now," his mom says, and Ryan stops staring at what's left of his coffee. "I'm going to meet Judy for lunch."
"Tell her I say hi," Ryan replies, even though he's not sure who Judy is anymore. "Bye, Mom."
"Bye, sweetie. Let me know about Christmas. Love you."
"I will. Love you, too."
He fashions breakfast with what's left in the fridge - he needs to go shopping again, since clearly Hallsy's never going to do it, and how was Hallsy surviving with no one left in the house? - and decides it might be best to cook a bunch of stuff and freeze it, so at least Taylor will be fed for a while if Ryan has to peace out suddenly. Then he gets his gear and takes Taylor's truck over the latest fresh snowfall to Londonberry for the hour of ice time he'd reserved last night. 
It's depressing running through drills and skating laps alone. He does it anyway, works until the sweat is running down his face. He showers in the club's locker room, since he might scare away the old ladies at the grocery store if he smells like the inside of an equipment bag.
Ryan lucks out; no old folks ask him to get anything down from any high shelves as he pushes his cart through the aisles. The store is empty enough that he can stop to look up casserole recipes on his phone without anyone needing to get past him. He's scrolling through a thing with chicken, chiles, and noodles when the chime of a text message sounds. 
It's Taylor. ebby is jealous b/c u didn't cook for us last year
That is a complete lie, and Ryan responds as much.

  think he's just jelly since u wanted to stay with me :-D :-D :-D

Ryan can picture the dumb grin on Hallsy's face. I'm kinda great like that, he writes back, before he sticks the phone back in his pocket so he can bag some vegetables. 
He's back at the house, all the groceries unpacked and put away, about to crawl into bed and nap for a couple hours before watching some mindless television, when Hallsy texts him again. we think u need a hobby besides making me food
Ryan hits the dial icon. "I think you need a hobby that isn't harassing me when I want to take a nap," he says when Taylor answers. "Aren't you on a plane, anyway?
"We haven't taken off yet. You should volunteer at one of those places for abandoned cats," Taylor replies. Ryan can hear Ebs laughing in the background. 
"Leave me alone, Hallsy," Ryan groans, and hangs up so he can take his nap.
*

He sleeps later than he means to, wakes up to the bed shifting. "What?" he mumbles, and it comes out just a mangled noise.
"It's only me," Taylor whispers. He tucks himself against Ryan, and Ryan puts an arm around his waist without really thinking about it. Taylor pulls the blankets up over their shoulders. He must have just gotten home; he still smells like cold air. "Your bed is nice and warm."
Ryan's grumble isn't intended to be a response. Taylor makes an amused sort of noise, and moves the hand that Ryan's got on his waist to up under his shirt. "Hallsy," Ryan murmurs. 
"You don't want to?"
Ryan sighs, rolls them over, and kisses Taylor. Taylor makes a pleased sound, opening his mouth to Ryan's. The kiss goes from pedestrian to dirty in two seconds flat, and fine, Ryan's not going to lie about having missed Hallsy like this. He enjoys the way Taylor's breath speeds up the longer they make out, the way Taylor tries to tangle their legs together when he's frustrated because Ryan's not getting a hand on his dick fast enough. 
"Pause," Ryan says, pulling back slightly. "You don't have to  go anywhere tonight, right?"
Taylor's face is flushed, even redder splotches standing out where Ryan's stubble scratched him up. "Right."
"Then we've got all night." 
Taylor moans a little at that. Ryan likes that noise, wants to hear it again. "Do you remember the first time we did this?" Taylor asks. His voice is hoarse, befitting the line of sucking kisses Ryan is laying down along his neck as he pushes Taylor's shirt up slowly. 
He pauses. "I wasn't that drunk."
Taylor pulls his shirt off over his head, giving Ryan more skin to mark up. "Your hands tasted like tequila."
Ryan remembers being just buzzed enough that sleeping with the team's actual golden boy seemed like an awesome idea instead of yet another thing that Ryan could fuck up. He slides a hand up Taylor's chest, skimming over his neck, drags his fingers over Taylor's mouth. Taylor mumbles something that sounds mostly like "Mrnghwhit," and flicks his tongue out to lick Ryan's fingertips. 
Ryan groans. "Take your fucking pants off."
"Thought you said we had all night." But Taylor wiggles out of the slacks and briefs he's still wearing, making a mess of Ryan's sheets as he does. 
Ryan grabs his ankle, gently, pulls him down, mouths at the sharp jut of his hipbone and licks salt from Taylor's skin. He asks, "You let anyone finger you since the last time I did it?"
Hallsy shakes his head in a hurry. 
Ryan thinks he's probably got lube in the pocket of the suitcase in the corner. He smacks Hallsy lightly on the ass and gets up to find it, stripping out of his own t-shirt and shorts while he's up. When he turns around again, Taylor's arranged himself on the bed, legs spread wide with his knees bent. His dick is flushed, curving up towards his belly. 
Ryan would never think to deny that Hallsy's cock is just as good-looking as the rest of him. He kneels in the space between Taylor's feet and gets the fingers of his right hand slick with the lube. With his left thumb, he rubs circles against the pale skin of Taylor's inner thigh. 
"Whit, come on," Taylor pleads. There's a blush creeping down his chest. 
Ryan replaces his thumb with his teeth, worrying the skin enough to coax a breathy noise from Hallsy's throat. Then he rubs his wet fingertips over Taylor's asshole and the noise turns into a full-out moan. "Ryan."
"I got you," Ryan says. He licks a broad stripe up Taylor's cock as he pushes one finger in, then takes as much dick as he can manage into his mouth. Taylor gives a strangled shout, and Ryan feels hands skid over his head, looking for purchase in his hair. 
He pulls off, says, "You can pull it, if you want," and goes back to work.
*

They fall into a pattern, quickly, on the week-long homestand. It's not like Ryan's forgotten the rhythms of a season, or what living with Hallsy is like. He didn't cook quite this much last season, but figures it's a decent trade-off for Taylor letting him crash for free and use all the stuff in the house. Not to mention all the sex Taylor seems to want to have.
"I would swear we didn't sleep together this much last year," Ryan mumbles into the pillow, one hand under his head and the other running slowly over Hallsy's sweaty back.
"We didn't." Taylor wiggles a little closer, until his breath is warm on Ryan's shoulder. "Ebs was always around. It was hard to get you in bed as much as I wanted when he was forever not leaving the house."
Ryan laughs, even as he's slightly bewildered and too sex-stupid to really contemplate Hallsy's words. "What?"
"Remember that day off when Gags called him up and insisted he go over so they could play some old school Mario game he'd dug up from somewhere? Yeah, I paid Sam off to set that up."
"Oh, you fucking didn't," Ryan groans, muffled into the pillow. He remembers that night like it was yesterday. That was the night Hallsy convinced Ryan to finger him for the first time. He begged almost shamelessly and was louder than he'd ever been before, head thrown back and gasping as Ryan worked slick fingers inside of him. Ryan shivers just thinking about it.
"I totally did," Taylor says smugly. His fingers walk over Ryan's shoulder, then down his back and over the curve of his ass. "And you were super into it."
He's not wrong there. Ryan sighs. Taylor chuckles and rolls away, getting up. Ryan turns his head, watching Hallsy as he walks naked into the bathroom. "Are you coming back?"
"Uh, yeah."
He sees his phone flashing on the nightstand. It's his brother. bro, Christmas? Mom's on my ass.
Ryan scrunches up his face as he down at the screen. think I'm staying here, but tell Mom we can skype on xmas morning? gonna mail presents next week.

  did u buy presents at west ed mall again

Ryan sends the emoji that looks like it's vomiting in reply. 
Taylor comes back, still naked. Ryan looks over and sets his phone back down. "Please never get dressed again."
"Aw, but I'd get arrested." He turns red as he says it, and Ryan laughs at him. "And it would be all over the news." There's a pause. "You could stay home naked, though."
"Uh, no, because then you'd have to do the grocery shopping," Ryan chuckles. He lets his gaze drag over Hallsy's body again, then flops back against the pillows. "I swear I didn't come here just to get laid," he says. He doesn't add and thoroughly.
"Mmm, I think you did." Taylor waggles his eyebrows. He looks ridiculous.
"You are awful. I don't even find you attractive," Ryan groans, and Taylor cracks up and jumps on top of him.
*

Ryan decides Hallsy's right about needing a hobby. He finds a volunteer service online and calls them up, and they put him in touch with a woman named Alysha who's in charge of coordinating volunteers for one of the pet shelters. She's also a veterinary student, she tells Ryan on his first day, as she picks up a fat orange cat from the floor of the shelter and deposits it into Ryan's arms. "This is Bob. He likes to escape the room he's supposed to stay in, the bastard. But he's sweet. And he's probably never getting adopted, he's kinda old."
Ryan looks down at Bob. Bob gives a whiny sort of meow, but otherwise doesn't protest being several feet off the ground. Alysha directs him where to return the cat to, and once Bob is dropped off, instructs him in the various things he'll be doing. 
It's mostly just playing with the dogs, which Ryan's cool with. He starts going three times a week, and there's a floppy, fuzzy-haired mutt with huge ears who decides Ryan's the next best thing after food, and follows him around attempting to demand all of his attention. The furball's name is Ralph. Ryan automatically ranks that as better than Bob on the animal name list. 
After a few visits, Alysha starts dropping hints that Ralph might want a forever home for Christmas, and how Ryan needs some company anyway with his roommate being on the road half the time. Ryan hasn't told her who his roommate is, only that he's gone for work a lot. He looks at Ralph rolling around on the tiled floor of the shelter with a chewed-up ball in his mouth, and decides it can't hurt to ask Hallsy if he'd mind having a dog around the house.
He brings it up the next day that Taylor's home and has a little free time. "So, uh, there's a dog at the shelter that seems to like me, and I thought if it was cool with you, I might put in to adopt him."
"Really?"
Ryan rolls his eyes. "No, Hallsy, I just made that all up. Yes, really. Do you want to come to the shelter some time and meet him?"
"Yeah, Whits, definitely." Taylor's grinning. "Man, I'm just happy to see you excited about something."
"I'm not excited. It's a dog."
"You're excited, and the dog loves you. What's his name?"
"Ralph."
"Ralph?"
"I didn't name him, okay? Lay off," Ryan mutters, but Hallsy is totally cracking up. Ryan shoves him none too gently. "Stop it, you moron."
"Ralph. That's great. Yes, I will come meet Ralph. When do you want to go?"
"Whenever you have time, dude."
"Let's go now," Taylor says, bouncing up off the couch and reaching for his boots.
That startles a laugh out of Ryan. "Now? Yeah, sure, okay. Let me just text Alysha that we're coming."
Alysha is completely amenable to Ryan and Taylor showing up, so Ryan drives them over to the shelter and lets Taylor into the building through the back. "They gave you a key to this place?" Taylor asks, his eyes wide.
"I know it might not seem like it, but I am a responsible adult," Ryan laughs. "Or so they think."
Hallsy's still snickering when they find Alysha. She's bottle feeding a tiny kitten. Ryan watches Taylor's face go soft and something itches slightly in the pit of his stomach. 
"That is just a ball of fluff," Taylor whispers. He reaches out to stroke the kitten's head with one finger. 
Alysha grins. "You want to feed her?"
"No," Ryan says, before Hallsy can wind up with the cat. "We're here to hang with Ralph, not to go home with every animal Taylor thinks is great. This includes Bob, don't introduce him to Bob."
"I really think that's your loss," Alysha laughs, but she waves them on as Taylor tries to ask who Bob is.
Ryan tugs Taylor into the room with all the dogs, most of whom are in their kennels. A few of the more well-behaved adults are sprawled out on the floor. They all scramble up as Ryan and Taylor walk in, and Ryan immediately kneels down to pet everyone at once. "This is Tulip, Buster, Bruiser, and Spot," he explains. "And this beast here is Ralph."
Ralph licks a slobbery stripe up Ryan's arm and pants in his face. His giant fluffy tail smacks Hallsy rhythmically on the shoulder.  "You are a beast," Taylor tells him, scratching behind his huge ears. Ralph looks like he's going to die of happiness. 
"What kind of dog is he?" Taylor asks Ryan.
Ryan shrugs. "Who knows? He's got some sort of shepherd dog in there somewhere, the vet here thinks, but he's pretty much a fucking mutt." Ralph butts Spot out of the way so he can lick Ryan's cheek and Ryan grimaces. He rubs the dog's nose. "You're a good mutt, though, yeah? Sometimes." 
"Okay, I'm sold," Taylor says.
"Really? We've been here five minutes."
"This dog is licking you and you're basically snuggling him in return. He's totally coming home with us."
Ryan feels his face flush slightly. Taylor bumps their shoulders together. His hand is warm when he squeezes the back of Ryan's neck. "You still haven't told me who Bob is."
Ryan's pretty sure he's tweeted a picture of Bob by now, but he also knows Taylor hasn't been keeping up on that stuff too much lately. So on their way up front to finish the paperwork for Ralph, Ryan spies Bob slinking along one of the walls heading for the small animals room and scoops him up. "This monstrosity is Bob."
Taylor blinks. "He's… like a giant fucking pumpkin." He strokes a hand over Bob's soft head.
Bob swishes his tail lazily back and forth, unimpressed. Ryan sets him back down and prods him in the direction of the cat room, for all that good it'll do. "You sure you don't want to take the cat, too?" Taylor asks.
Ryan rolls his eyes. "I'm sure."
"We could put the litter box in the basement."
"No, Hallsy."
Taylor just grins, unrepentant. "You'll change your mind."
"I won't," Ryan assures him. 
Maggie hands him a stack of forms to sign. Taylor leans comfortably against him as they sit in the plastic chairs, watching Ryan check off boxes. "How old is Ralph?"
"Hm? Oh, Alysha thinks he's maybe four."
"I can't remember the last time I saw you this excited about something."
Ryan gives him a sideways sort of look and says dryly, "Surely I was excited when you got home last night," just to hear Taylor's loud laugh. He signs his name with a flourish and stands up. "All right, let's spring Ralph from this joint."
*

Taylor's home another three days before leaving on a week-long roadie. He makes noises about getting Ryan a comp to the last game against Pittsburgh, but Ryan waves him off. "Really?" Taylor asks, looking dejected. "You don't want to watch this score some goals?" He makes what Ryan figures is supposed be an alluring gesture towards his body, but he's wearing a shirt with holes in it and pajama pants with ripped hems, so Ryan's not very moved.
Ralph presses against Ryan's leg and licks his hand. Ryan looks down at him. "You think we should just watch from home?" he asks the dog, rubbing his ears. To Hallsy he says, "I think we'll just watch from here. I have a couch, and this drool bucket here, and real food."
Taylor makes a mopey face. "Fine."
Ryan reaches out and grabs him by the front of his worn henley, pulls Taylor in close. "Not that I don't want to watch this rack up some points," he says, nipping at Taylor's neck and sliding a hand over his ass, "but you understand I'm just not - not ready to go there yet. Not without feeling like a million kinds of shit."
Taylor nods and kisses him. Ryan lets it happen for a second before pushing him gently away. "You better go get changed."
"Mmm, are you going to feed me dinner after the game?"
"I guess that could happen," Ryan allows.
Taylor grins and walks off. Ralph trails after him, tail wagging. "Traitor," Ryan mutters. 
He empties the dishwasher while Taylor gets dressed, nudges a reappeared Ralph out of the way a few times, digs through the fridge wondering what he can make with taco leftovers. Maybe some sort of baked pasta. Whatever, he's got plenty of time; it's a late game and Taylor won't be back until after midnight.
"Can you make dessert, too?" Taylor asks from behind him. 
"I guess," Ryan sighs. He closes the fridge door and turns around. Taylor's in a suit Ryan's never seen before, an actual three-piece, navy pinstripe with a lighter blue tie. He whistles sharply, and Taylor turns pink.
"I'll stroke your ego just this once. You look really fucking hot." Ryan leans back against the counter. 
Taylor's flush deepens. He opens his mouth to speak, but Ralph jumps on him. Taylor pushes him back down with a firm "No, Ralph," and Ryan hurries to grab his phone and open the camera. It's his civic duty to take pictures of a suited Hallsy trying to talk sense into a not-so-smart dog, he's sure. 
"No, hey," Taylor protests.
"Too good not to share." But he turns the phone and lets Hallsy look before he does anything else. It earns him a grudging sigh, and permission to upload. Ryan kisses him on the cheek. "You're the best."
man's newest best friend, he captions the picture, and posts it to Twitter.
"Now you really owe me dessert," Taylor says as he adjusts his jacket. 
"If we can find something. Right, Ralph?" Ralph barks and headbutts Ryan's thigh. "Go, Hallsy, you don't want to be late," Ryan says, just as Taylor's phone alarm trills to remind him. "Wear that long wool coat, it'll look good."
"I'm going, I'm going," Taylor mumbles. He reaches down to rub Ralph's ears, though, and then leans in to press an off-center kiss to Ryan's mouth. "Bye."
"Bye."
Ralph runs after him as he heads for the door, and Ryan can hear Taylor telling Ralph that dogs have to stay home, they can't come to games. He shakes his head and opens the freezer. He's sure he bought ice cream last week but Hallsy could have eaten it by now. 
The container is still in there, but there are only like three spoonfuls left. "Damn you, Hallsy," he mutters. Ralph comes trotting back in, head quirked inquisitively. "I wasn't talking to you," Ryan tells him, "but since you're here: I should just eat this, right?"
Ralph sits down and stares at him. Ryan fishes a spoon from the silverware drawer and finishes the ice cream - two bites, not even three - and lets Ralph lick the empty container for a few seconds. "We should go around the block a few times if I have to make dessert, right?" Ryan asks the dog. "Why am I running my entire life by a mutt?"
Ralph only barks and runs to where his leash is hung on a hook by the front door. He'd figured that one out fast.
Ryan's in a thin long-sleeved tee, too thin for just that under his coat. His hooded sweatshirt is nowhere to be found, though, and after a few minutes of searching he remembers dismally that it's in the washing machine. One of Hallsy's is draped over the back of the couch, though, so Ryan grabs it and pulls it over his head. It's not until he's got it on that he really registers that it's one of the personalized ones, Taylor's 4 sitting on Ryan's right shoulder. 
Whatever, it's just a sweatshirt. He yanks his coat on over it, pulls on a hat and pair of gloves, and shoves his feet into his snow boots. Sternly, he tells Ralph to sit. 
Ralph whines and turns in a circle. "No, that's not sitting," Ryan sighs. "Sit."
Ralph drops his butt to the floor. Ryan clips on the leash. "Good job. Now we can go."
They go around the block twice at a brisk pace  - it's fucking cold - and toward the end Ryan has to yank the hood up on the sweatshirt and tie it off to try and stop even more icy air from going down his neck. The material smells strongly of Hallsy's cologne. Ryan figures he should probably add it to the wash bin. 
Back inside, Ralph runs around the couch in circles for a minute before collapsing on the kitchen floor, directly underfoot as Ryan stares into the refrigerator once more. Hallsy will probably want to eat a boatload of carbs after the game, so he goes the lazy route and googles taco casserole.
Everything he pulls up looks like more work than Ryan wants to do. He settles for boiling some noodles and mixing them with all the leftover taco fixings, minus the lettuce, and dumping it all in one of the multiple casserole dishes he figures Taylor's mom bought. Hope you like some gross-looking casserole, he texts Taylor.
Does it taste good? Taylor replies after a few minutes.
Ryan eats a cold forkful out of the pan before he slides it into the oven. It mostly tastes like taco spices and cheese. Y, think it'll be good after I bake it

  Sweet. You're the best.

Ryan's sure that's debatable. If I fall asleep before you get home wake me up
Taylor's response is a string of happy-face emoticons, which Ryan takes to mean Hallsy will rouse him from sleep in some horrifying manner. 
He doesn't, though. He just crawls on top of Ryan on the sofa in his stupidly attractive suit and mashes his face against Ryan's shoulder, mumbling something about goals. 
"What?" Ryan asks, yawning. He slides his hands around Hallsy's waist under the suit jacket. 
"Did you see my goal?"
"I did."
Taylor hums happily and kisses him. Ryan kisses back, slowing it down, wondering when they got to the point where kissing was on the table almost all of the time. Taylor makes a questioning noise and pulls away slightly. "Don't want to?"
Ryan's not sure what he wants. He's hard-pressed to pinpoint when they went from the occasional hookup to sleeping in the same bed most nights that Taylor's home. He can't deny that he likes this, though, likes the solid feel of Hallsy's back under his palms and under the smooth material, likes the heavy thigh pressing between his own, definitely likes Taylor's mouth. 
"I'm not sure what I want," he says finally, when it becomes apparent that he's been looking at Hallsy sort of dazed for the last thirty seconds. 
"It's okay, Whit, we don't have to have this conversation now." Taylor pats his thigh and starts to move away, but Ryan tightens his grip on Taylor's waist. 
"No, I - I'm sorry, okay? You know if I get an offer I'm leaving."
In the flickering light of the television, they stare at each other for another long stretch and Ryan feels his palms start to sweat. An itchy, crawling feeling starts up in his gut. He takes the deepest breath he can manage and the movement presses his chest up against Hallsy's. 
"Yeah, I know," Taylor says eventually. He touches his open mouth to Ryan's, but it's not really a kiss. He turns his head slowly and his teeth skim over Ryan's lower lip. "Did you make me dinner?"
"I did. And dessert."
Taylor smiles and slides off him, the friction making Ryan shiver. But the strange tension is broken, and Ryan pushes himself up. "I'll warm up the food, if you want to go change," he says. 
Ralph follows Taylor upstairs, leaving Ryan alone in the kitchen. He scrubs a hand hard over his face, trying to shake the weird feeling. It only sort of works. He makes up a plate for each of them, then leaves the plastic container of brownies on the coffee table as well. 
"Oh, awesome," Taylor says, when he comes back down in pajamas. Ralph makes a beeline for the coffee table . "No, Ralph. Lie down."
Ralph climbs up on the loveseat in a jangle of tags and settles, eyeing the food. Taylor sits down next to Ryan, close, their thighs touching. Ryan tries the pasta. It's decent. Probably not his best offering, but good enough. They eat in silence for a few minutes, and then Taylor says, "You didn't need to wait for me to eat dinner, Whitter."
"Felt like it." He squints at the TV guide channel, then gives up and puts on SportsCentre. They're showing CFL highlights. Ryan watches with disinterest until it switches to soccer, which he simply ignores. 
Taylor sets his empty plate on the coffee table and snags a brownie. He leans heavily against Ryan, a warm line pressed close from shoulder to knee. "Tired?" Ryan asks, putting his arm around Hallsy's shoulders.
"Nah, not really. Still kinda buzzed." 
"Nobody wanted to go out?"
Taylor chuckles. "It came up, but Dallas kind of warned us off. I think a couple of the guys were getting a late dinner, but nobody was really hitting the bar. I figured I could have a beer here if I wanted one."
Ryan turns his head and kisses the hinge of Taylor's jaw, since it's right there. "Could go grab you one if you want."
"Mmm, don't. I just got comfortable." Taylor slides the hand not holding the brownie over Ryan's thigh. Ryan angles in and nips at the spot he'd just kissed, then steals a bite of Taylor's dessert. "Hey! Get your own."
"Yours is closer, and I just got comfortable."
Taylor grumbles at him, but neither of them move. SportsCentre switches to the game's highlights, and Taylor breathes hot against Ryan's neck as Ryan watches the replay of his goal. There's a part of him that's deeply amused at the Oilers beating the Penguins, and also a part of him that can't pay attention at all because Taylor's hand is still resting on his leg. 
"What time are you leaving tomorrow?" he asks. 
Taylor licks wayward frosting from his fingers. "Early. I'll try not to wake you up when I go."
"It's cool. I have to get up with Ralph anyway." 
Ralph looks up at his name, but rolls halfway over and falls asleep again a second later. Ryan touches his fingertips gently to Hallsy's neck, then gathers up their dinner plates and takes them into the kitchen. No one's emptied the dishwasher yet this week, so he adds to the stack in the sink. 
Taylor comes up behind him and runs a warm hand over his back, then grabs a coconut water from the fridge. His expression is hesitant when he turns around again. "Look, Whit. I know you're going to leave when you get picked up. But you can stay here as long as you want. I just feel like I should say it."
"Um. Thanks."
"I think I'm going to bed now."
"Okay," Ryan says. He gives Hallsy a brief kiss.
Taylor heads upstairs. Ryan lets Ralph outside to do his business and empties the dishwasher while he's waiting. He sort of likes the mindless repetitiveness of sorting out the silverware. By the time he's done, Ralph is waiting by the back door. He streaks up the stairs once Ryan lets him back in. Ryan turns out the last few lights and checks the locks, then follows at a slower pace. 
He's fishing around on the floor of his room for his phone cord when he sees Hallsy leaning in the doorway, arms crossed over his chest. "Were you coming to bed?" Taylor asks. Ryan gestures at his bed, where Ralph is taking up the entire bottom half. Taylor shuffles his feet a little. "I mean, um, with me."
"Well. I could do that." The itchy feeling finally eases fully. Ryan wonders what the hell that means, but he really would rather sleep in Hallsy's bed. It always smells good, the sheets are softer than Ryan's, and it usually contains a warm and willing Taylor.
Taylor smiles, pleased, and wanders off again. Ryan gets his phone situated, then looks at Ralph. "I'm leaving you," he says pointedly. Ralph just snuffles his nose further into the blankets.
Ryan goes across the hall and climbs in with Taylor, who arranges himself halfway on top of Ryan with his face mashed against Ryan's neck, and falls asleep in minutes. Hallsy's heavy and too warm and he's sort of snoring, and Ryan realizes he doesn't mind at all.
*

A few days before Christmas, Ryan goes to the nearest live tree lot and browses through what they've got left. Most of the taller trees are gone, but that's fine by Ryan. He picks out a sturdy-looking pine, not too wide in case Ralph decides to attack it, and gets it settled in the living room before Hallsy gets home from practice. Ralph runs around and barks as Ryan tightens the screws on the stand, but doesn't seem inclined to launch himself at the tree.
Ryan's carefully detangling a string of lights when Taylor comes in and says, "Oh, hey, a tree."
"Indeed, a tree."
"It smells good." 
Ryan plugs the lights in to make sure they work. "All I found in the basement was lights, did you guys get rid of the stuff from last year?"
"I think Ebs gave it to the Goodwill or something like that." Taylor sits down on the couch and pats his knees; Ralph runs over and tries to lick his hands. "Ralph, quit being gross, ugh. Whit, you want me to go buy some tree stuff?"
Ryan shrugs and starts winding the lights around branches. "Or we could just have lights. You have to remember how shitty the tree looked last year until Lauren fixed it for us."
"Good point."
The pine scent is nearly overwhelming this close, and Ryan almost gets poked in the eye a few times, but the actual lighting goes quickly and fairly smoothly. He doesn't bother doing every branch the way he knows his mom would, figuring there are enough strands looped throughout. He plugs in the power strip and Hallsy claps as the tree lights up. "Good job, Whit. Make me lunch now?"
Ryan gives him a look. "You want me to cook, you vacuum up these pine needles."
"I just want, like, a sandwich," Taylor grumbles, but he gets up and heads for the hall closet where the vacuum is. 
Ryan gives Ralph a satisfied pat on the head before going into the kitchen. Warming up leftovers isn't actually cooking, but he'd been the one getting stabbed with the damn needles. Mostly as a joke, he makes Hallsy a turkey sandwich to go with the stir-fry, but then Hallsy is excited about it and Ryan despairs. 
"Whit, bro," Hallsy says, sitting down on Ryan's lap without any warning, "you gotta understand. I was all used to eating lots of sandwiches and then you started spoiling me with this home-cooked stuff."
Ryan has to admit that if he was Hallsy, he'd probably go the same route. "There are places that will cook you decent meals and stock your fridge for a week, you know," he says. He puts his arm around Taylor's waist, kisses the back of Taylor's neck.
Taylor shivers and runs the hand not holding the sandwich over Ryan's hand. "I like that you cook," he says quietly. Ryan nuzzles his shoulder and kisses his neck again. He stays there and lets his lips drift over Hallsy's skin while he eats, until Taylor shoves all the dishes away, takes a long drink of his Gatorade, and turns on Ryan's lap to kiss him, hard.
They make out for a few minutes, still sitting in the chair, until Hallsy murmurs that he needs to nap before heading to the arena. Ryan lets him go and starts to clean up, not really in the mood to sleep. He gets the dishes dealt with, then wanders through the house straightening up random things so that it's not a complete shithole for Miranda to deal with. On the pool table that no one ever uses, he finds a stack of black and white prints. A few are golf course scenes, another few he recognizes as being from the Stampede: a dusty horse and a shadowed cowboy in a hat. One is of the locker room at Rexall. Ryan wonders why no one ever framed them, then shakes his head at himself. Of course no one framed them.
Well, Ryan can do that now. 
They need garbage bags, dog food, and toothpaste anyway. He leaves Hallsy a note on the counter - went to Target - and hopes he remembers where the nearest Target is. Whatever, his car has GPS. 
The pictures are all the same size, so he brings one with, and stands in the aisle with the frames waffling on getting matching ones, or ones that just look decent together. His phone vibrates in his pocket. You left, Taylor's message reads, followed by a sad face.
Ryan takes a picture of the frame aisle and sends that in reply.

  What are you buying picture frames for

Your pictures, dumbass. Honestly. 

  Oh. Thanks. But I wish you were here, I like saying goodbye before I go.

Ryan looks at the clock and wonders when it got to be so late. He'd taken longer picking up the house than he realized, probably. Play hard, he sends back. I'll probably be up still when you get home.
Hallsy's answer is the thumbs up emoji. Ryan puts the phone back in his pocket and decides on the frames that all match. Less margin for some sort of design error if they all look the same. 
Taylor's gone when he gets back to the house. Ralph runs up to be petted, and Ryan sets the bags down so he can rub Ralph's head and scratch his ears. "Hey, buddy. Are you gonna help me frame stuff?"
Ralph turns around in a circle, then trots over to his basket of toys and noses through it until he finds Hallsy's old slipper, dragged out of a closet days ago. Hallsy watched him carry it around the house and shrugged, said, "It's gross anyway, he can have it."
Ryan gets all his shit put away, then lays out all the prints on the pool table. Carefully, he picks the stupid stickers off the glass of the frames, swearing when bits of them stick to his fingers. By the time the pre-game stuff starts, he's got the pictures all in their frames and leaned up against the walls where he thinks they should probably go.
That's good enough for now. He can't find the hammer he remembers there being in the house, so he bails on decorating and takes Ralph out for a snowball fight until puck drop. The snow is decent and Ryan builds up a small arsenal before lobbing one at Ralph. It breaks over the dog's back, and he looks confused. Ryan throws another and Ralph tries to catch it. He's more confused when he can't grab it like a regular ball and starts running back and forth, chasing the snowballs Ryan tosses around the yard. 
Ralph is covered in snow after ten minutes, and Ryan has to admit he's not much better. "No, wait outside for a sec," he says, when Ralph tries to squeeze by him through the sliding door. "I'm getting a towel. You wait."
Ralph lies down in the snow on the deck and looks sad. Ryan goes inside, grabs a few towels and gets his boots off, then lets Ralph in and tackles him before he can get past. "Aha, nope. You're trapped now."
He scrubs the snow off Ralph's fur, then gets him some dinner. His phone beeps from where he'd left it next to the Target bags. It's his brother, sending Lorde lyrics because he thinks it's funny, but there's also a missed text from Hallsy. what's for dinner?
It's too late to reply; from the living room, he can hear the anthem starting. Instead, he looks in the refrigerator, knowing there aren't any leftovers because they'd eaten them for lunch. He's tempted to make KD as a joke, but they only have one box, and Hallsy eats a whole box just for a snack. He sends Sean three lines from a Ke$ha song and leaves a few frozen chicken breasts in the sink to defrost. He'll make KD on the side. It'll make Hallsy happy.
Ryan's into that lately.
*

"You know, if you're looking for another volunteer gig, my friend Greer runs a program that's kind of like a Big Brothers Big Sisters sort of thing for kids in foster care. They don't have the long commitment, though, so they're always looking for new suckers," Alysha tells him with a grin as she towels off Tulip. It's bath day at the shelter, and everything smells like wet dog.
"Thanks," Ryan says dryly. He runs the brush through an impatient Bruiser's coat. "Hold still, buddy, we're almost done," he tells the dog. Bruiser just barks at him.
Alysha ignores all of this. "Seriously, Ryan. She's always on the lookout for mentors, and they especially don't have enough guys to match up with the boys. They'll do a background check on you, but I'm sure you'll be fine, even if you are American. I could give her your number if you're interested."
So that's how, the first weekend in February, Ryan ends up shaking hands with Randall in a small office covered in pictures drawn by kids. Randall says to call him Randy in a serious voice, and Ryan nods just as seriously in return. Randy's eight. His mother had left him with his grandmother when he was one, and then his grandmother passed away when he was four. "They looked for his mother," Greer explained before Randy arrived with his foster father, "but no luck. It was like she'd dropped off the face of the Earth."
"So this poor kid is always wondering if his mom's going to show up out of the blue?" Ryan asked, frowning, and Greer nodded. "Damn."
"Got any ideas for what we should do?" Ryan asks Randy, as they walk out to the parking lot. 
Randy shrugs exaggeratedly. He's wearing a huge blue puffy coat, a red hat, and boots that Ryan can think of no other way to categorize besides moon boots. "Can we go sledding? I got to go once this year with Bobby from school, but Dave and Gloria never want to go."
"We can definitely go sledding."
Ryan remembers a good hill without many trees on the west end of the city. He looks it up on his phone to make sure it's still open, and they stop at Sport Chek for sleds. "You think I'll fit on this?" he asks skeptically, holding up the snow sled in the middle of the aisle.
Randy looks at him for a second, expression contemplative. "You're tall, man, but I think you'll fit. Just hold your knees in tight."
"Gee, thanks," Ryan chuckles. "Do we need anything else?"
"Naw. You got gloves, right?"
Ryan waves his gloves. "Do you?"
Randy holds out his arms, where mittens dangle from the wrists of his coat. He says excitedly, "Gloria made them."
This kid is excited about mittens. Ryan's not sure how to respond, so he just steers them to the nearest checkout, and then out to the car.
The sledding hill isn't very busy despite it being a weekend. They wind up covered in snow, and Ryan falls sideways off the stupid sled more times than he cares to count, but he has a good time. Randy seems to have a good time, too, if the shrieking with laughter is any indication. He also seems kind of exhausted after hauling his sled up the hill over and over. Ryan buys him a hot chocolate on the way back to the agency and Randy yawns almost non-stop into his cup. 
"Will you pick me up to do stuff again?" he asks as Ryan guides the car into a spot. 
"If you want me to."
"Yeah -" he yawns again hugely. "Yeah, this was fun. I like sledding."
Inside, they high five to say goodbye, and Randy waves happily at him as he and Gloria leave. Ryan's going to count having a friend who isn't a hockey player as a success. Even if he is eight.
*

"What the hell, the house is clean," is the first thing Ebs says when he and Lauren walk in to the house for Ryan's birthday party.
"That's because I have a Whit," Taylor replies proudly. Ryan rolls his eyes as he holds an excited Ralph by the collar. 
Jordan snorts, stomping snow off his boots and unzipping his coat. "You have a Miranda."
"I still have to pick up before she gets here," Ryan says. "Can I let go of the dog now?"
"Let me put the cake down first," Lauren hurries to say. Ralph whines. "He's so cute, though."
Ryan tightens his grip on Ralph's collar. "That's right, you haven't been here yet. Sit, Ralph." 
Ralph sits down with a mournful whine. Ryan rubs his head with his free hand as Lauren takes the giant bakery box into the kitchen. "That's a lot of cake," Ryan mutters to Jordan, who shrugs and says it wasn't worth trying to stop her. 
Lauren comes back and ditches her coat, then kneels down to pet Ralph. Ryan lets go of him and Lauren shrieks as Ralph tries to knock her over. She doesn't let him, though. "Ralph, sit," she says firmly, and much to Ryan's surprise, Ralph does. Lauren rubs his ears. 
"Happy birthday, old man," Ebs says to Ryan, giving him a hug. "Seems like Hallsy's been keeping you to himself, I'm glad we could hang."
"Thanks."
"Anyone else coming?"
Taylor scrolls through his text messages. "Nuge and Bre should be here in a few minutes, and Sam said he'd be here for cake but can't get here before then. Should we get drinks?"
"Yeah, I got it," Ryan says. 
Ebs drops down onto the floor next to Lauren to play with Ralph. Hallsy follows Ryan into the kitchen. Gently, he nudges Ryan's feet with his own, leans up slightly to kiss him. "Hi."
It's so dorky Ryan can't help but grin. "Hi." 
"I should let you open the wine."
"Since you're in here, I should get the steaks going. You can open the wine." He squeezes Hallsy's ass, and Hallsy knocks him back against the counter, kisses him with more tongue. 
"Happy birthday, Whits," he whispers.
"You said that already," Ryan whispers back. 
"I have a series of birthday present choices for you."
"Oh, you do?" Ryan maneuvers Taylor out of the way by his hips and opens the fridge to get the steaks. He leaves them to rest, then grabs one of the multiple corkscrews from the drawer and helps Taylor open several bottles of wine.
"One, I got you, like, an actual present." Taylor pours a glass from one of the now-open bottles. "Two, I could blow you in the pantry right now. You know, if you wanted. Ebs and Lauren are busy with Ralph, they wouldn't even notice."
"I'm sure they'd notice the loud moaning," Ryan says dryly, stealing the glass and taking a long swallow. It's his birthday; he's allowed to get drunk. 
"You couldn't keep quiet?"
He smirks. "Hallsy, I wouldn't want to keep quiet."
Taylor swallows hard. He takes the glass back, puts his mouth where Ryan's was, and drains the rest of it. "Okay, yeah, let's save that for later."
"Was there a third thing?"
"I, uh. Later." Taylor runs a hand through his hair, distracted expression on his face. 
Ryan smirks again and takes more wine glasses from the cupboard. "Go serve the people some alcohol while I cook."
The doorbell rings again a few seconds later as he's dropping the steaks on the grill pan, and then he can hear Nuge and Bre's voices, Ralph barking, Ebs suddenly shouting, "What?" super loud.
Nuge skids into the doorway a minute after that, followed closely by Lauren and Jordan. "Confirm or deny," Ebs says all in a rush. "You hang out with small children of your own free will? You, Ryan Whitney?"
"Me, Ryan Whitney," Ryan agrees. He turns back to the steaks.
"Bro, we weren't serious when we told you to get a hobby. Like keeping Hallsy alive isn't enough of a job?"
"Hey!" Taylor shouts in indignation from somewhere else. "I kept myself alive until Whitter got here!"
"Just barely!" Ebs shouts back.
Ryan swallows his laughter. He looks over his shoulder and brandishes his grill fork. "Help, or leave me in peace."
"I'll help," Lauren says, shoving Jordan out of her way. Ryan points to the fridge, says she can get the salad all set up. Ebs and Nuge wander off, presumably to get out of having to do anything. 
"So you like your volunteer gig?" Lauren asks after she's got all her ingredients arranged. 
Ryan checks the char on the steaks, and flips them. "Yeah, it's fun. The kid they hooked me up with is a good kid. His mom ran out on him, and then his grandma died, so he's in foster care, which is a fucking shame. His foster parents seem like good people, though." 
"Do they need more people? Me and Bre signed up for one of the Ladies' committees, so now we're trying to track down some smaller things to donate time to, ones that don't have an big active group of volunteers."
"Yes," Ryan says instantly. "Greer would flip her shit."
Lauren pauses in slicing a tomato, looking thoughtful. "Think maybe we could arrange for some of those kids to come to a game?"
"I'm sure we could set that up. Randy would be excited, for sure. We talked about hockey for like an hour the last visit." Ryan checks the steaks again, then grabs his phone and scrolls through his pictures until he finds one of Randy with a snowman they'd built. "Here, this is Randy." 
"Aw, he looks all proud of himself." Lauren takes the phone and starts swiping through Ryan's galleries. 
He doesn't really care; it's mostly pictures of Hallsy doing things like falling asleep in his bowl of CrunchBerries and Ralph rolling around in the snow. Then she says, "Wow, Whit, this is a lot of pictures of Hallsy."
"He shouldn't do so much stupid shit, then."
Lauren gives him an unimpressed look and turns the phone around. She's stopped on a shot Ryan should have deleted right after he'd taken it. It's Taylor asleep - in Ryan's bed, although he doesn't think Lauren's figured that out - and wearing an old BU t-shirt with WHITNEY clearly visible across his back. 
"If you and Taylor have something to tell the class, tonight might be a good night, since the gang's all here." she says quietly. 
Ryan takes his phone back and puts it safely in his pocket. He really doesn't want to delete that picture. "No, thanks. Nothing to tell."
"Just sayin'." She gives the salad a determined toss.
He plates the steaks, then grabs the foil-wrapped potatoes from the oven. "Food!" he yells. He pours himself a glass of wine and stands back as everyone else descends upon the kitchen.
They all end up back in the living room, since the dining room table is covered in stuff that neither he nor Hallsy can be bothered to organize, with plates balanced on knees. Ralph lies down under the coffee table like he's waiting for someone to drop some something. Ryan eats more steak than he should, drinks more wine than he should, sits closer to Taylor than he should. It's his birthday, he's an adult, and he can do what he wants even if Lauren keeps looking at him funny.
Sam arrives just as Breanne is declaring herself the best at cutting sheet cakes into perfect squares, and immediately drinks the remainder of the last open bottle of wine without a glass. "Classy, Gagner," Ryan says.
"Happy birthday, Whits!" 
Ryan smacks him on the arm and goes into the kitchen to see what's left of the booze. Luckily, Hallsy's pre-party grocery store run had involved twice as much wine as they'd originally planned on needing, shrugged off by Taylor as, "It was on sale so I got it, Whit." He opens two more, and then Bre hands him a plate with a giant square of cake on it, plastic fork stuck in the top. 
"This is a lot of cake."
"Eat it anyway," she says. Ryan likes her. 
Even tipsy, he manages to carry his plate and the two bottles back to the living room. "Drink up, winos," he says, and Lauren and Ebs both cheer like the dorks they are. "Sammy, get a fucking glass first."
Sam toasts him with the empty bottle he's still holding for some reason. "Love you too, buddy!" 
"And you can help pass out the cake," Ryan calls after him. When he turns around again, his fork is in Hallsy's hand. "Hey, that's mine."
Taylor grins. "Too bad." 
Ryan gives Taylor his best sad and dejected face. It wins him the fork back, after Taylor steals a bite. They're sort of close together on the couch, and Ryan's sitting kind of sideways, so his knees block his free hand as he tucks it behind Taylor's back and strokes Taylor's spine with his thumb. 
Hallsy wiggles slightly, his cheeks turning pink. Ryan eats his cake.
*

"You're not too drunk to have sex, right?" Hallsy asks later, after everyone else has left. There are dishes everywhere and a row of empty wine bottles lines the side of the sink. Ralph is an exhausted heap on the floor, too tired to thump his tail more than once every few minutes.
Ryan is definitely drunk, but in that good way where everything feels liquid and sweet, where Taylor's hand on his waist under his shirt is a long warm rush. He needs more of Taylor's hands. "No. Are you?"
"Nope." Taylor's grip tightens and he yanks Ryan forward. Ryan only stumbles a little, gripping the counter behind Hallsy. "I'm good," Taylor says, and kisses him. 
Ryan sighs and opens his mouth to Taylor's questing tongue. It's a messy, slow kiss, tasting of sugar. Taylor's hand moves in small circles on Ryan's hip, then slides over to pop the button of his jeans. Ryan slides his mouth away wetly. "Really, in the kitchen?"
"You were into it before."
He drops his head and huffs a laugh against Taylor's shoulder. "I would worry for your knees. And my knees." He hisses as Taylor rubs a hand over his dick. "Upstairs."
Taylor locks their fingers together and aims straight for the stairs, so quick that Ryan almost has to hurry behind him so he doesn't get pulled over. In Taylor's bedroom, the door shut to keep Ralph out, Ryan gets spun around and pushed back onto the bed. Hallsy straddles his hips and kisses him slow, tongue everywhere in Ryan's mouth, for so long that Ryan starts to feel even dizzier. "Fuck, Hallsy," he breathes. 
"Yeah, Whit." Taylor rubs his stubbly face along Ryan's neck, behind his ear, making Ryan shudder. "So I was thinking, since it's your birthday and all, that if - if you wanted to, you know, you could. Fuck me."
Ryan's breath hitches so hard it's painful. He tightens his hand on Hallsy's waist. "Christ, Hallsy."
"Mmm." Taylor starts unbuttoning his shirt. 
Ryan actually has to close his eyes and inhale carefully. He can smell Taylor's woodsy cologne and a bitter-sharp hint of wine. "I'm not - I don't think I've got the coordination, after all that wine. I mean, to do it the way I want to." He's going to be hopeful that the message gets across. "But you could do me, if you want."
"Really?"
He rolls his shoulders back against Hallsy's sheets. "Yeah, c'mon."
Taylor kisses him again, a little less intense this time. Ryan runs a thumb along the line of his jaw, stroking. "Is the lube in here, or in my room?" he asks. 
"I think in here." Taylor climbs off of him and stands up, wiggling out of his clothes in mere seconds. Ryan only gets his jeans down to his knees by the time Hallsy's on the bed again, lube and a condom in hand. 
"Need some help?" he asks, and rubs his palm over Ryan's cock through his briefs. Ryan just groans and arches up, seeking more. Taylor curls his fingers and strokes him until there's a huge wet spot on the briefs. Between that and the jeans still tangled around his legs, Ryan feels like he's well on the path to debauched and Hallsy hasn't even gotten near his ass yet. He grabs Taylor's wrist, stilling his hand. "We're not fourteen, I don't need an over the clothes handie, come on," he growls. 
Taylor laughs, but he frees Ryan from the tyranny of his jeans. Ryan ditches the briefs on his own as Taylor slicks his fingers. "You want to do it like this, or turn over?" Taylor asks as Ryan struggles the rest of the way out of his button-down.. 
He thinks about it for a second. Get Hallsy's hips between his knees here, or get basically pounded through the mattress. Ryan's not really opposed to either. "Like this for now. We can always switch it up."
Having Taylor's fingers in his ass isn't anything new, and Hallsy knows the right place to press to make Ryan shut his eyes, seeing stars behind his lids. "Ready?" he asks, as Ryan sucks in a jagged breath and resurfaces. There's a splotchy flush all over Taylor's body and he's biting his lip stupidly. Ryan thinks he looks gorgeous. 
He braces his heels on the bed. "Ready."
Taylor slides a hand under his ass and pushes in as Ryan exhales. "God, Whits," Taylor groans. 
"Yeah." Ryan arches up slightly, changing the angle, taking Taylor in deeper. "Oh, fuck, Hallsy."
"You good?" The words are damp puffs against his neck. 
"Yeah." 
He curls his hands in the sheets as Taylor starts to really move, needing to hold on to something. But the sheets slide, too, so Ryan puts one hand above his head with his palm to the wall, and holds on to Hallsy with the other. 
Hallsy pushes his thigh up with sweaty fingers. The stretch burns and Ryan groans, a long, drawn-out noise he barely registers as his own before it's being muffled in Taylor's kiss. He tries to say Taylor's name but fails, too much teeth and tongue in the way, too little air left in Ryan's lungs. Hallsy pulls the collar of his undershirt down to nip at his collarbone and Ryan sucks in a huge breath, only to have it punched back out of him in a series of gasps, one for every fluid thrust. 
Hallsy gets a hand on Ryan's cock, he's not sure how, how many hands does Taylor fucking have? The question barely lasts a second in his mind. "Whit," Taylor is groaning, and then something mumbled that Ryan hopes is an ode to his ass. 
"Yeah, baby, c'mon," he whispers back, bracing harder against the wall. Taylor's sweating all over him and Ryan knows he's no better, and normally it would be gross but right now he'll take it, take all of it, and still want more. Taylor thumbs the head of his cock, teasing the slit. Ryan's so close, so fucking close, and when Taylor mutters something about still owing Ryan a blowjob, the mental image is all it takes to push him over. 
Hallsy keeps fucking him through it and Ryan forgets what oxygen even is. He's dimly aware of Taylor saying his name, aware of losing purchase on the bedroom wall, and then Hallsy's pressing his face to Ryan's neck and shaking through his own orgasm. 
"I'm passing out now," Ryan mumbles after a minute. Hallsy shakes with laughter and the vibrations send tiny aftershocks through Ryan, a pleasure so sharp it starts to fall in the territory of uncomfortable. After another few seconds, Taylor moves back and away. He's careful as he pulls out, but Ryan still winces. 
Taylor pats his sweaty thigh. "Okay?"
"That was great. Happy birthday to me."
"You can have first shower," Taylor says, laughing. 
Ryan groans. "Don't want to move."
"Too bad, we're both fucking gross. And one of us should go let Ralph out."
"Ugh." But he pushes himself up to a sitting position. "Wow, you are a mess." 
"Uh, you should look in the mirror." But Taylor's grinning. It goes well with his hair sticking up everywhere and sweaty, splotchy skin, jizz all over his stomach. Ryan is so very, very fond of him. "I'm taking the shower if you don't move faster."
Ryan gestures towards the bathroom, indicating Taylor should go ahead. Then he yanks his damp undershirt up over his head and wipes himself off with it. The sheets are going to have to be changed anyway, so he wraps the top sheet around his waist and opens the bedroom door. Ralph is lying in the hallway, looking sad. "Well, come on," Ryan says to him.
There's a mirror he has to pass on the way to the stairs and, wow, Hallsy was right. There's serious beard burn down one side of his neck and the impression of teeth on his chest. He rubs his fingers over the spot and it's tender, making him suck in a breath. 
Ralph bumps into him, so Ryan stops staring at himself and continues downstairs. The cold air makes him flinch as he lets Ralph out the back, despite angling his body as far from the sliding doors as he can get. But it's not a bad thing, either, pulling him the rest of the way out of his post-sex stupor and making him feel more awake. 
Ralph barks loudly a minute later and Ryan lets him back in. "Did we remember to feed you tonight?" he asks, and goes into the kitchen to check. Ralph's bowl is in the middle of the floor, a sure sign that he'd gotten dinner. He looks at Ryan hopefully anyway. 
Ryan frowns at him. "No. You don't want to be so fat that I have to carry you around. That would be bad for my back."
Ralph whines. Ryan tosses him a treat from the jar, but only one. Upstairs, the shower stops running, signifying that it's his turn. He adjusts his sheet and goes back up to find Hallsy towelling off. "Well, this is a good show," Ryan says, leaning against the doorframe. 
Taylor pauses with the towel dangling from his hand. "You couldn't get it up again this fast."
He can't, not after all the wine and Hallsy fucking his brains out. "Doesn't mean I don't want to look."
Taylor smiles and resumes wiping the water from his wet skin. Ryan watches for another minute, enjoying the way Hallsy's face gets even pinker, then goes to take his own shower.
*

Ryan's stretched out on the bed with Ralph while Taylor puts away clothes, his half of their laundry deal. "I can't believe break is over already," he says.
"Me neither. I got kind of used to getting laid every night," Taylor replies, bumping a drawer shut with his hip.
Ryan rolls over onto his back. "Mmm, me too."  
"Still home for another few days, though." Taylor walks over and leans down to kiss him. Ryan grabs him, pulls him down, startling Ralph into jumping off the bed. "Sorry, Ralphie!" Taylor calls after him, laughing. Then he kisses Ryan again, still laughing. 
Ryan wraps his arms loosely around Taylor's waist. "Where are you going after that?"
It takes Taylor a minute. "Minnesota. I think. I don't know anymore, I just go where I'm told. Has it been weird having me home for almost three weeks?"
"It's been nice." He rubs the small of Hallsy's back in slow circles. "Ralph and I will miss you when you're gone."
"We can FaceTime?"
"If you want to video chat with the dog, I'm taking him and leaving you," Ryan says, completely joking. 
Taylor pouts. "Don't leave." He kisses Ryan, softly this time, and then he says, "I was really, really lonely after Ebs moved out. Like, so fucking lonely I never wanted to come home. It was worse than all the times I was on IR. At least then I lived with other people. But this house is too big for only me. I just didn't have time to find someplace else once the season started." 
He pauses, then adds, "It needs you and Ralph, okay?"
"Oh, baby," Ryan says, not even realizing what's coming out of his mouth. "Okay." 
He turns them over so he can lie on top of Hallsy and kiss him until they're both breathless. Hallsy mumbles his name a lot, but doesn't say anything more than that, and his hands skim over all the parts of Ryan he can reach until Ryan takes both of his wrists in one hand and holds them still. 
Taylor opens his eyes. It takes him a few seconds to focus on Ryan's face. "You okay?" Ryan asks, and Taylor nods slowly. "Want me to touch you?"
"Mm, please." 
Ryan slides a hand over Hallsy's stomach, feeling the muscles jump under his palm, then down past the waistband of his briefs. A low, breathy noise escapes Taylor as Ryan wraps his hand around his cock and strokes a few times, slowly, letting Hallsy get all the way there before yanking the fabric down out of the way so he can watch what he's doing. 
"Ah, Whit," Taylor gasps as Ryan circles his thumb around the head of Taylor's cock, likely a few more times than Taylor can stand, judging from the hand that comes down to squeeze Ryan's wrist. 
"You can take it," Ryan says, and Taylor moans again. His whole face is red, his hair sticking out in every direction. Ryan adjusts his position on the bed, his own cock aching, so he can lean over Hallsy and kiss him as he starts to jerk him off in earnest. Taylor moans a lot of things that might be words into his mouth. Ryan tightens his grip. Then he ducks his head to worry Hallsy's nipples with his teeth, and Taylor comes with a hoarse cry. 
"Ugh, Whit," he mumbles. "Fuck. I didn't expect that."
"I'm the greatest, you can say it." Ryan wipes his hand on a dirty t-shirt. Then he leans in to kiss Taylor, who cups the back of his head and closes his teeth gently on Ryan's bottom lip for a moment. 
"Your turn," he whispers into Ryan's mouth. Ryan shudders as Hallsy wraps a hand around his cock, swipes the wetness from the head to ease the way, murmurs something about how Ryan's already wet for him. 
"You say shit like that, I'm gonna last like six seconds," Ryan groans. Taylor twists his wrist, strokes down to the base of Ryan's dick and cups his balls, squeezes lightly. 
Ryan comes with a jerk, grabbing at Taylor's shoulders so he doesn't fall over, and Taylor crashes their mouths together. He bites Ryan's lip again, harder this time, then tips them both to the side. "Oof," Ryan breathes.
"Okay?"
"That was unexpected." Ryan lifts his hand and pokes at his lip. It stings. 
Taylor darts in and kisses him swiftly. "Sorry."
"Mmm, don't be." He rolls onto his back and takes a deep breath. 
Taylor finds the t-shirt again and wipes them both off, then settles down with his head on Ryan's shoulder. "Definitely going to miss getting laid every night."
"You've got your own room, you can jerk off without hiding in the shower," Ryan says with a chuckle. "And not have to bite the inside of your cheek so you stay quiet."
Taylor makes an embarrassed noise. "How did you know?"
"Uh, that one night we were going to watch some movie that Hordy didn't want to watch so he fucked off hang with Horcs, and you still wanted to shower before we turned it on. I heard you." He twists his fingers in Hallsy's hair. "It was hot. I had to think lots of horrible thoughts to get my dick under control before you came back into the room. Which you did in the towel the size of a fucking handkerchief." 
"That was before we were hooking up." It's not a question. Ryan nods. Taylor hums, a gentle vibration against Ryan's skin. "How come we never hooked up on the road?"
Ryan shrugs. "Probably because we'd get caught. And probably because my feet were fucked half the time, so I wasn't even there."
Taylor makes a sad noise and rubs his face along Ryan's shoulder. 
"We don't need to talk about it," Ryan says. "Let me go back to the great memory of you in that towel."
*

Ryan's not entirely sure how it happens, but he manages to get Lauren and Greer on the same page much faster than expected, and get a dozen kids and various chaperones into a box at the arena to watch the game against Ottawa.
He's watching the penalty kill when something runs into his leg. He looks down. It's a small girl with fluffy brown hair, wearing an orange shirt and holding a juice box. "Hi," he says. "I'm Ryan, who are you?"
She announces that her name is Becca and she's five, and would he pick her up so she can see? "Sure, kid, why not?" he says, and lifts her up.
"Thank you. You're tall."
"Yep."
Becca watches the gameplay for a few minutes, then asks, "Do you know how to play hockey?"
"I do," Ryan replies. It only stings for a second to say it. "Do you?"
"No, Sue don't have money for it." Over his shoulder, she waves at an older woman seated on one of the couches. The woman waves back, smiling. Becca says, "She's my foster mom right now."
"Yeah, is she nice?"
"She's nice, but I already know she can't be my forever mom."
That makes Ryan feel terrible. He's not sure what else to say to this kid, but she doesn't seem sick of him yet. "So, uh, what grade are you in?"
"Kindergarten. With Mrs. Mason."
"Do you like it?"
Becca shrugs and drinks some juice. Down on the ice, there's a rattling bang, and they both look. From what Ryan can tell, Yakupov got checked hard into the glass. "What's going on?" she asks.
In the smallest words he can, Ryan explains the next ten minutes of play, pointing out things as they happen. Then Becca declares she wants a sandwich. "We can get you a sandwich, no problem."
He sets her back on her feet, but she keeps holding his hand. "Do you have a dog?" she asks, as Ryan puts one of the catered sandwiches on a paper plate for her.
"I do. His name is Ralph."
Becca giggles. "Ralph. That's a funny name for a dog."
"It is," Ryan concedes with a smile, "but he seems to like it. Want some chips, too?"
"Yes, please. Do you have pictures?"
God, kids raised in the age of cellphones. Ryan can remember not owning a computer. "I do, want to see?"
"Yes!"
Ryan shows her pictures of Ralph on his phone while she eats her sandwich, shredded lettuce spilling everywhere. Randy comes over and asks if he can look too, and soon Ryan is showing half the kids pictures of his dog. He's glad he organized the galleries on his phone after Lauren looked through them.
"He looks so funny with his big tail," Becca says, leaning on his arm. "Can I play with him sometime?"
"Uh, we probably need to ask Sue, and Greer, but if it's okay with them, you can come meet Ralph."
Becca beams up at him and then yawns hugely, clapping her hands over her mouth. Ryan checks the time. "Are you getting to stay up past your bedtime for this?"
"Yep!"
She falls asleep on the couch next to her foster mom during the second intermission, as Ryan sits with Randy and they play a game of Go Fish.
"Can I come meet your dog, too?" Randy asks, as he beats Ryan in what seems an unfair number of moves.
"You bet," Ryan replies easily. "The more people, the happier Ralph will be. How are you so good at this game?"
Randy gives his patented oversize shrug and deals the cards again. Ryan loses miserably once more. 
When the game is over, Ryan and Lauren take everyone down to meet a few of the players. It feels super weird, being back here, standing in the hallway outside the locker room in jeans and a sweater. He sees Gazzola do a double-take, but no one approaches him. The kids crowd around Hallsy and Scrivens, and Ryan watches Randy's eyes go wide as Scrivens hands him a signed stick. "For me, really?" he hears Randy ask. 
"Definitely for you, bud," Scrivs replies. 
Ryan helps Gloria and Randy find their SUV out in the parking lot, then waits in the truck for Hallsy to come out, wipers beating against the blowing snow. He drives them home with Hallsy half asleep slumped against the passenger side window. "Are you even going to make it up the stairs?" Ryan asks as the garage door closes behind them.
Taylor yawns hugely. "As long as I can make it to the couch, I'm good."
Ralph jumps all over them when they walk in, and Ryan takes him outside while he's still got his coat and boots on. Ralph pees, then sniffs at a bunch of snow drifts for so long that Ryan has to yell at him to get going. He comes trotting up shaking snow off his muzzle. "You're awful," Ryan tells him, then rubs his ears and gives him a scoop of dry food. 
Hallsy is indeed face-down on the couch. Ryan runs a hand gently through his hair. "You want food, babe?"
"Mm, whatever."
Ryan smushes his hand against Taylor's face until Taylor smacks at him. Laughing, he says, "Let me see what we've got."
Taylor gets up and follows him into the kitchen, drinking a glass of water while Ryan makes him a sandwich with some leftover chicken breast. "You want half?" Taylor asks when Ryan hands it over.
"No, I ate with the kids during the game."
"Did they have a good time?" 
"Yeah, I think so." Ryan sits down on the sofa and doesn't protest when Taylor puts his feet in his lap. "Randy was really excited the first two periods, but nearly fell asleep during the third. It was pretty late for them." 
"Aww. I saw you had a new friend. What was her name? Becky?"
"Becca. I promised her and Randy they could come meet Ralph some time."
Taylor makes a dopey face. "You're really a sap, Ryan Whitney. Anyone who thinks you're a hardass jerk is totally wrong."
"Shh, don't chirp my rep," Ryan replies, laughing. He rubs his thumb over Taylor's ankle. "You ever think about having kids?"
"Yeah, someday." He says it around a mouthful of sandwich, then swallows. "Suppose I need someone to stay home with them first."
"Yeah." 
Taylor holds out the sandwich. Ryan takes a bite, then says, "I think there's ice cream in the freezer."
"Ice cream would be amazing."
"We should probably change first." 
Taylor looks down at himself, like he's just realized he's still in his suit. "Oh. Yeah. You look good in that sweater, though."
"Thanks." Ryan leans in and kisses him quickly. "I - You don't look half bad yourself."
He'd been about to say I love you. He pushes the thought away, locks it up. What they've got going here is a good thing and he doesn't want to fuck it up with anything that might make Hallsy want to change something. Ryan doesn't think he could handle getting dumped again.  
Taylor finishes the sandwich and gets up, oblivious to Ryan's inner conflict. "I'm still pumped from the game," he says as he walks toward the stairs. "You want to watch something off the DVR?"
"Yeah, I think we've got some episodes of Suits on there." 
Ralph barks to go outside again. Ryan lets him out, takes the ice cream from the freezer to soften, then goes to change into pajamas. Taylor catches him in the upstairs hall, pressing his body close to Ryan's and kissing him soundly. Ryan cups the back of his neck with one hand and slides the other around the curve of Taylor's waist, feeling the worn material of Taylor's Oilers t-shirt warm from his body heat. "Ryan," Taylor gasps against his mouth. "Ryan."
Fuck, Hallsy using his first name instead of a thousand nicknames shouldn't be such a turn on. "Yeah, Hallsy," he murmurs back, stroking his thumb over Taylor's neck. 
Taylor doesn't say anything else, just uses his weight to keep Ryan there, trading kisses until they can hear Ralph barking faintly outside. Then he steps back with a final press of his mouth to Ryan's jaw. "Guess I should let the dog in, let you change."
Ryan hums. "Probably."
Taylor goes down the stairs. Ryan leans against the wall for another few seconds before going to change. He's half hard, his skin buzzing and his heart pounding. He trades his jeans and the sweater Hallsy likes so much for his flannel pajama bottoms and the softest shirt he's got. Everything smells like Taylor's fabric softener. 
He sits on the bed for a few more minutes until he feels like he's collected himself. Ralph looks up as he comes down the stairs, sprawled out on the loveseat like always. "I hope Miranda vacuums that," he says absently to Hallsy, who is sitting on the couch with a beer. There's another one on the coffee table; Ryan figures it's for him.
"She probably does."
"Did you still want ice cream?"
"What? Oh. I forgot all about it. I guess, if you do."
Ryan shrugs. He picks up the beer and takes a long drink, then goes into the kitchen and scoops some of the ice cream into a bowl, figuring they can share. He left it longer than he intended and it's melty around the edges. Some drips on his hand, and he sucks it off as he goes back into the living room. Taylor's got the next episode of Suits queued up. He presses play as Ryan sits down, and they share the ice cream in silence, passing the bowl and spoon back and forth as they watch. 
Midway through the second episode, Taylor's crashing. He's lying sideways between Ryan's legs, his head on Ryan's chest. Ryan can see him trying to stay awake, see his eyelashes fluttering. "We can go to bed if you want," Ryan murmurs. He runs his fingers through Hallsy's hair. 
Taylor hums and pushes his head against Ryan's hand. "No, I'm awake."
"Okay, but if you fall asleep before the end of this, I'm not watching it again."
"Liar," Taylor says through a yawn. "You'll watch it again. You love Harvey."
Ryan skims his fingers over Taylor's shoulder. He can see Taylor's eyelids drooping, and he's asleep before the next commercial. Carefully, Ryan gets the remote aimed at the television, stops the episode, and saves it for later. He flips channels looking for something low and unobtrusive, not wanting to wake Hallsy, and stops on an episode of The First 48 that he thinks he might have seen before. 
Taylor's breathing settles deep and even. Ryan figures it's not worth trying to get them upstairs, at least not right now, so he closes his eyes and listens to the quiet television until he drifts off himself.
*

Hallsy texts him from St. Louis. Skype?
It was a shitty game, the kind Ryan feels bad watching, where everyone looks likes they're three seconds from either a tantrum or a complete mental break, and he thinks Eakins might murder someone. He wakes his laptop and calls Hallsy.
"Hey," Taylor says when they connect. His voice is rough and there are deep shadows under his eyes. He's sitting cross-legged on the bed, in what Ryan thinks is an old Spitfires tee. He wishes he could reach through the screen and touch Taylor, because right now he can feel every one of the eighteen hundred miles between them.
"Hey. Tired?"
"Yeah." Hallsy rubs a hand over his face and doesn't say anything for a while. Ryan lets him be quiet, just sits at the kitchen table and strokes Ralph's head while Hallsy gets himself together. "Is that Ralph there?" Taylor asks finally. "Hi, buddy, hey."
Ralph barks and tries to get closer to the screen. "No, Ralph. Sit," Ryan says. "Sit!"
Ralph lies down with a sad whine, his gaze fixed on the computer screen. Ryan looks back up to see Taylor smiling slightly and says, "He misses you. This morning I was going to let him sit on the big couch with me after our run, but he laid in the entryway looking all distraught." Then he adds, "I miss you, too."
Taylor's smiling outright now. "Enough to throw yourself on the floor in despair?"
"Maybe not the floor," Ryan chuckles. 
There's a knock on Taylor's hotel room door. He gets up and Ryan hears him say, "Back in a sec, Whit." He disappears out of camera view, then Ryan hears Gags' voice saying something about a vending machine run. 
"Nah, I'm busy," Taylor is saying. 
"With what?" They're just loud enough that Ryan can hear.
"Talking to Whits. Why, you can't go get Twizzlers on your own?"
"Hi, Sam!" Ryan calls.
"Whitter, tell Hallsy he can come get some candy with me," Sam calls back.
Ryan's glad he's not in anyone's line of sight, since he's grinning. "Hallsy does what he wants."
Taylor says, "You heard the man. Night, Gags," and then Ryan hears the door close and Taylor comes back on screen. "Sorry," he says dryly. "I don't think Rachel lets him eat out of vending machines at home."
Ryan snorts. "That's probably for the best."
"What'd you and Ralph do today?" The end of his question is distorted by a yawn that Taylor tries to smother with his hand. "Anything fun?"
"We went for a run, then went over to the shelter to visit all his old buddies, and then Ralph stayed here while I braved the mall to get a new pair of running shoes since the only ones I have here are all gross from the salt. Then I ate some leftovers and watched the game. That was it."
Taylor makes a weird face. "What is it?" Ryan asks.
"It only just dawned on me that most of your stuff is still back in Boston."
"It's not a big deal," Ryan says. "I can afford new shoes, honestly, if that's what's bothering you."
"Not that, just…"
"What?"
"What if there's something there that you need?" The weird expression is still on Hallsy's face, his features twisting with an odd apprehension. 
Quietly, Ryan asks, "Are you worried I'll go home for something and not come back?" and Taylor nods. Color flames in his cheeks. Ryan almost reaches toward the screen before stopping himself. He says, "One, if I did go, I'd totally leave Ralph behind so that I'd definitely have to come back, and two, if I really need something, one of my parents can mail it. All my shit is in their basement. The lease was up on the apartment I was keeping while I was in Florida, Hallsy, and I didn't want to fuck around with it."
"Oh." Taylor smiles. "Okay." Then he yawns again, even bigger than the last one. "I should go to sleep."
"Yeah, you probably should."
"Can we leave this open until I fall asleep?"
Ryan's chest feels sort of hot at that. "Sure."
"Thanks." He moves the tablet to the nightstand, then gets up. Ryan hears him in the bathroom for a few minutes. When he comes back, there are water spots on his shirt. "Night, Whits."
"Goodnight." 
The light goes off on Taylor's end. Ryan carries the laptop into the living room and puts it on the coffee table. He watches the Golf Channel with the volume down until snoring tells him Hallsy's fallen asleep, and then he disconnects.
*

Ryan stays up way too late all the nights that Hallsy is gone, hiding his loneliness in a book. Ralph's good company most of the time, but Hallsy's side of the bed is cold, and Ryan tries not to think about it too much. He still sleeps only on his side, lets Ralph curl up at the foot of the bed and look at him sadly.
"I know, Ralph," Ryan yawns. He reaches down to stroke a hand over Ralph's head. "But he'll be here when we get up, okay?"
Ralph smacks his tail against the blankets happily.
Ryan turns off the light and tugs the sheets up around his shoulders, fully intending to finally go to sleep, but an hour later, he's still staring into the darkness. He can hear the dog snuffling. "Can't sleep either?" he mumbles, reaching a hand down. Ralph noses at his fingers. 
"I'm turning the light on," Ryan warns him, because his life now is talking to the dog like Ralph's a person. 
He sits up and flips on the lamp on the bedside table. Ralph wiggles a little closer, pressing against Ryan's legs. Ryan carefully moves his feet so that Ralph's not on top of them, then grabs his book once more. 
When he looks at the clock next, it's nearly four. Ralph is snoring and his legs are twitching like he's dreaming about running. Ryan's eyes are burning, but he's also sort of hungry. He tosses his book aside and stretches. Ralph jerks his head up, looking disgruntled. "Sorry," Ryan mumbles through a yawn. "Want to go outside?"
Ralph is off the bed and out the door before Ryan's even moved again. 
He puts some socks and a sweatshirt on and heads downstairs, lets Ralph out the back and gets an old towel from the hall closet so he can wipe the dog down when he gets back in. Ralph wiggles happily when this happens, trying to lick Ryan and bite the towel at the same time. Ryan keeps it away from him until he's somewhat dry, then engages Ralph in a few minutes of tug-of-war. 
He lets Ralph win in the end, and Ralph runs off, dragging the towel behind him. "You're lucky I don't care if you rip it up!" Ryan calls after him. He heads for the kitchen and looks at his cereal options for a while, yawning some more. He settles on the Apple Cinnamon Chex, a random find Hallsy had come home with after a morning skate. 
Ralph trots in still carrying the towel, but flops down next to the table almost right away. Ryan grabs his phone and takes a picture of him sprawled out. He sends it to Hallsy via SnapChat with the caption letting him ruin more of your shit while you're not home.
He's halfway through his bowl when his phone chimes with a text. dog pics are not what snapchat is 4 you loser, Hallsy writes. PS just landed
Ryan uses it to send another shot of the dog, just to be contrary, and eats more cereal.
His SnapChat notification buzzes and he swipes the app open. Hallsy's sent a picture of his lap, his slacks undone and the outline of his dick clear against his briefs. The caption says, THIS is what snapchat is for dumbass.
The picture disappears after ten seconds. Ryan swallows. He tries to type and has to start over more than once when his fingers skid on the touchscreen. did you get yourself hard just to take that?
Another few minutes and SnapChat is buzzing again. Taylor's freed his cock now, one hand wrapped around it. fucking bet I did
It's quarter past four in the morning, it's fucking snowing again, Ryan hasn't been to sleep yet, and Hallsy is sending him dick pics from the airport parking lot. Ryan feels flushed, electricity buzzing his skin, his own dick definitely interested. He waits for the picture to delete, then writes, come home so I can take care of that for you
Taylor doesn't reply; Ryan sincerely hopes it's because he's concentrating on driving. 
His cereal's gone soggy, but he's not that kind of hungry any longer, so he dumps the rest of it down the garbage disposal and leaves the dish in the sink to deal with later. Ralph barely stirs as Ryan walks past. He wavers between going back upstairs and just stretching out on the couch and jerking it - slowly - until Hallsy gets home. 
He goes upstairs, because he can shut the dog out of the bedroom. He moves his book to the nightstand, then slides a hand beneath the waistband of his sweats. He runs his fingertips over his balls, not wanting to touch his cock yet. With his other hand, he thumbs his own nipples, then rubs hard circles around them until he can feel the blood rushing there. 
Ryan's floating in a pleasant haze of being turned on but not in a rush to do anything about it, touching himself lightly just to stay in that space, when he hears the garage door start to open. He hears Hallsy come in, drop his duffle with a thud, and greet Ralph. There are footsteps on the stairs, and then the door is opening. "I hope you're naked," Taylor says, before he sees Ryan on the bed. "Oh, you're not, but I see skin, so that works."
"Come the fuck over here," Ryan replies. 
Taylor grins, shrugging out of his suit jacket as he walks toward the bed, muffling a yawn at the same time. Ryan reaches out and pulls him down into a kiss, licking into Hallsy's mouth right away, relentless. Taylor groans and climbs onto the bed without breaking the contact, and Ryan starts unbuttoning his shirt, still kissing him. 
"Jesus, Whit," Hallsy says, when Ryan needs to breathe. "If I'd known that dirty pictures got you this hot, I'd have tried it a long time ago."
Ryan's answer is to tell him to get the lube, and to get his clothes off while he's up. Taylor grins and does a little shimmy getting off the bed. It's totally dorky, yet it moves the muscles beneath his dress shirt and slacks in a way that makes Ryan's mouth go dry. 
Ryan strips out of his pajamas without standing up, and kicks the whole pile down to the end of the mattress. He sets his feet wide apart, manhandles Hallsy into the space between. Then he says, "You should fuck me now," and Taylor nearly drops the bottle of lube in his hurry to get it open. 
They're both tired, so Ryan mostly holds Taylor up as Taylor fucks him with slow and shallow thrusts, small movements from his hips instead of the deep strokes like on Ryan's birthday. Ryan manages to kiss him almost the whole time, or at least share breath, and he murmurs encouraging, coaxing things the rest of the time. He comes first, just from the friction of Taylor so close, then goes boneless, exhausted, happy to let Hallsy pant hot, wordless noises against his neck until he comes as well. 
"I'm so tired," Taylor groans as he falls over onto his usual side of the bed. "Why were you awake anyway?"
Ryan yawns so hard his jaw pops. "I couldn't sleep, so I decided to read."
"I guess that was my gain." Taylor nuzzles against his shoulder and sweeps a slow hand over Ryan's hip. "We can sleep all day, right?"
"Someone will have to get up and let Ralph out eventually. And feed him." Ryan mashes his face against the pillow, feeling gross and sticky but not really wanting to do anything about it. The room is filled with a dim pink light, not so bright that he can't sleep through it. He asks, "Did you sleep on the plane?"
Hallsy mumbles an affirmative, his cheek rubbing Ryan's arm.
"Then you can go give Ralph his breakfast. And get me a washcloth or something." He pokes his toes against Taylor's leg. 
"Ugh, fine." Taylor crawls out of the bed. Ryan pats his ass as he goes.
*

Greer brings Randy and Becca over a few weeks later, the first Saturday that everyone's free. Much to Ryan's surprise, she also brings Alysha. "I just wanted to snoop through your house," Alysha says with a shrug when she sees Ryan's expression. Then she bends down as Ralph comes running. "Ralph! Aw, puppy, you look happy. I guess Ryan's a good dad after all."
"Ralph has zero complaints," Ryan replies. "Come on in, everybody."
Becca's eyes are huge as Ryan helps her out of her coat. "Your house is so big," she breathes.
"It's really my friend's house. He lets me and Ralph live here, though." He hangs everyone's coats up in the closet and realizes he and Hallsy left their golf clubs leaning everywhere. Whatever, he'll just have to trust the kids won't put them through the walls. "Come on, let's go in the living room. I've got the Xbox all set up for when you guys get sick of Ralph."
Greer and Alysha take the loveseat. Ryan notices that they're holding hands. Greer catches his eye and he smiles. "You guys want something to drink? I think we've got coconut water and orange juice. And chocolate milk."
"Chocolate milk!" Randy shouts, before he's bowled over by Ralph. 
fyi I've got company, he texts Hallsy from the kitchen. Ralph is very excited.

  sweet. I'm almost home.

Taylor comes in just as Ryan's explaining the Sonic racing game to Randy and Becca. Ryan sees Randy's eyes widen almost comically. "Ryan, you live with Taylor Hall?" he asks, and everyone else turns to look at Taylor standing by the front door. Ralph runs to him, and Taylor strokes a hand over his back. 
"Yep," Ryan answers.
"Wow."
Ryan has to swallow his laugh. "He mostly just eats and sleeps. He's not that exciting."
"Um, speak for yourself, bro," Taylor says. He high-fives Randy, then Becca, and shakes hands with Greer and Alysha. "What are you guys playing? Can I get in on this?"
Ryan tosses him the controller he'd been holding, then digs out the last one from the entertainment center and plugs it in. "Have we ever used all the controllers at once?" he asks Hallsy, sitting down next to him on the couch. 
"Hmm, I think we did a few times last year, when Schultzy would come over to play that one zombie game."
"You guys have zombie games?" Randy asks. "Man, Gloria won't let me get those."
"That's because you always want the ones for kids twice your age," Greer reminds him. It's clearly a well-worn argument. "I'm sure Ryan's game is also for adults."
Randy turns a plaintive face to Ryan, but Ryan shakes his head. "Sorry, buddy, but it is."
He crashes out of the game early, thanks to Becca being surprisingly good at it for a five-year-old, and leans against Hallsy as he watches the rest. Taylor flashes him a grin and elbows him gently. Ryan sees Greer and Alysha whispering together on the loveseat, and narrows his eyes at them. Alysha gives him an innocent look.
Taylor crashes out next, somehow going over the edge of a cliff on his third lap. Randy and Becca are shouting as their cars jump some sort of bridge. Whatever, Ryan's not going to say he's played this game much. Hallsy curls his fingers in the hem of Ryan's shirt. "Whits," he whispers.
"Hallsy," Ryan whispers back.
Taylor smiles at him. "This is nice."
On screen, Randy's car gets squashed by some kind of giant casino chip. Becca whoops. "I won!"
Greer and Alysha both clap. Becca hugs Ralph around the neck. "Who wants ice cream?" Ryan asks. Everyone raises their hands.
He's carefully assembling hot fudge sundaes when Alysha strolls into the kitchen and says quietly, "I totally didn't realize your boyfriend is Taylor Hall the hockey player."
He freezes, and thinks for a moment about denying it. Instead, he says, "I think there's a joke in there somewhere about you being a bad Edmontonian."
"I didn't recognize you, either."
"Ah, well," Ryan sighs. He shakes the can of whipped cream. "Honestly, that is to be expected."
Alysha frowns at him, exaggerating it on purpose. "I'd say I was sorry, but you have a hot boyfriend, Whitney, so I'm not that sorry."
That startles Ryan into a laugh. "I'm so glad you tell it like it is."
"You know it." She opens the jar of maraschino cherries and places one carefully on the top of each sundae. "In my defense, you just said you were an out-of-work hockey player, and I only moved here a year and a half ago."
Ryan sees the perfect chance to change the subject. "So when did you meet Greer?"
"She came to the shelter looking for a cat, last June."
"And she didn't want Bob?"
Alysha chuckles and picks up two of the bowls. "He wasn't there yet. And I still think you should take Bob. We already know he and Ralph can tolerate each other."
"We're not getting a cat," Ryan says firmly, ignoring Alysha rolling her eyes at him. "Hallsy!" he yells. "Come grab some of these bowls!"
*

"So when Jordan's not home, I do all my volunteer stuff after school, blah blah, etcetera, and now I signed up for cooking classes," Lauren is saying, and Ryan glances up from the pile of construction paper circles he's been assigned to fold in half and glue three-quarters of the way closed.
"I thought you already had the chef stuff business?" he asks.
"Yeah, you want to buy something?"
Ryan shakes his head, chuckling. "No. Hallsy's already concerned for my state of mind because I bought a waffle maker."
"Oh my god, I have the best recipe for malted waffles, let me copy it for you." Lauren carefully sets down the construction paper pocket she's filling with tiny beans. Ryan wonders how he got roped into helping her make shakers for her students. "Keep gluing," she instructs him. "No stopping."
"Do you treat your students like this?" Ryan calls after her.
"Yes!"
He glues the rest of the circles while she's doing whatever it is she's doing in her and Ebs' kitchen, then glues the filled pockets closed, sealing them carefully and wiping away the excess glue with his thumb. 
"Oh, good job," Lauren says when she comes back with a sheet of paper. She hands it to him saying, "Here's the recipe. It's great. Taylor will feel bad for giving you shit about the waffle maker if you make him these."
"They're that good?" he asks skeptically.
"I made them for Jord over break, and - well, you probably don't want to know."
Ryan can guess, and he snorts. "You're right, I don't." He folds the recipe and slides it into his back pocket, careful of the glue tacky on his fingertips. 
Lauren sits back down on the floor and resumes filling paper pockets with beans, handing them off to Ryan to seal. They finish quickly after that, rows of shakers lined up on the floor to finish drying. Ryan goes to wash his hands in the kitchen and Lauren follows him. "So what do you do while they're on the road?" she asks quietly.
"I've got my volunteer stuff, mostly," he says with a shrug. "Go to the shelter a few afternoons a week, and then usually one of the weekend days I do something with Randy. We've been sledding so much that I'm kind of concerned he won't know what to once the snow melts. Other than that, I mostly hang out at the house."
"You're not practicing anymore?"
Ryan dries his hands on a towel. He's not exactly sure how to answer. Finally, he says, "Not really worth it right now, I guess."
Lauren scrunches her nose at him, then shrugs. "Fair enough, Whits." Then she checks her watch. "Shit, time's up. I've got a Foundation meeting - want to come?"
"Nope."
"Even if I promise not to let anyone harass you?"
"Even then," Ryan says with a chuckle. 
"Fine," she sighs. "Thanks for coming over to help."
"Not a problem. I'll let myself out?"
Lauren nods. Ryan puts his shoes on by the front door, then drives home. Ralph is sitting by the kitchen door when he opens it, which is sort of weird. "Hey, Ralphie, what - oh."
There's a huge puddle on the kitchen floor, looking like it's coming from the cabinets beneath the sink. The rug in the middle of the floor is soaked. "Shit," Ryan groans. He grabs the basket of dirty towels from the laundry room and dumps them on the puddle, then opens the cabinets. More water runs out. 
He turns the faucet on for a bare second to see where the leak is, and water pours out the bottom of the garbage disposal and over the boxes of recycling bags underneath it. "Fuck."
He hauls all the crap out of the cabinet, wipes up the water, and throws the rug away in the garage. Then he calls his dad. "Question for you. Do you think I can fix a garbage disposal, or should I just hire someone to do it?"
"Well, you could probably fix it. But speaking from experience, hire someone. You'll save yourself about six hours of swearing, and a pounding headache. Just be sure to clean up all the water as quickly as possible so you don't warp any of the cabinets."
"Yeah, I got that part under control," Ryan replies. He nudges a towel deeper into the back corner of the cabinet.
"I'm sure there are 24-hour places in the phone book," his dad says. 
Ryan wonders if there's even a phone book in the house, then figures he can Google it. "Yeah, probably."
"Good luck, son. Call more often, will you? Your mom gets all worked up."
"I will," Ryan says. "I promise. When I'm not mopping up water."
His dad laughs. "I'll let you get back to it."
"Great, thanks. Love you." 
"Love you too, kid. Don't forget to call sometimes." His dad disconnects. 
Ryan looks over at Ralph, who's been under the table watching the proceedings, and says, "I guess we better call around."
A few phone calls later, he finds a guy who has the right garbage disposal in stock, and is willing to come out right away and do the switch. Ryan has to run to an ATM before the guy arrives, realizing all too suddenly that he only has enough cash in American dollars and doesn't have his checkbook. But he makes it back in time, and sits at the kitchen table messing around on his phone while the guy replaces the garbage disposal in under twenty minutes. 
Ten minutes after that, the kitchen looks the same as ever, and the cleanup towels are in the washing machine.
Hallsy comes home super late, crawling into the bed next to him. Ryan's mostly asleep, but not completely passed out, and he rolls towards Taylor as the mattress dips. "Hey."
"Hi." Taylor kisses him quickly, tasting of toothpaste, feeling warm against Ryan in sweatpants and an old t-shirt. "What happened to the rug downstairs? My feet were cold while I ate my PB&Jj over the sink."
"Garbage disposal busted," Ryan says with a groan. "I got it replaced, though."
"That fast? Wow. Thanks." It earns him another kiss. "Did you have them send a bill?"
"No, I paid for it."
"Oh." Hallsy nuzzles in closer, draping himself over Ryan. "Okay."
*

Ryan isn't planning on doing a goddamned thing during Masters weekend besides watching the tournament. He has a whole plan outlined: breakfast, run with Ralph, watch golf, lunch, watch golf, cook dinner, and watch the Oilers play the Kings.
"It's not the weekend yet. It's Thursday," Hallsy says when Ryan informs him of his plans in between spoonfuls of cereal. 
"It's the Masters. It's the weekend."
Taylor grins around a mouthful of toast and eggs. "It's Thursday."
Ryan ignores him and loads the PGA website on his laptop. Taylor scoots his chair around the table and leans against him. They watch Kaymer's putt, then Watson's. Then Taylor asks out of nowhere, "Am I taking advantage of you?"
Ryan turns his head slowly and stares at him. Two bright pink spots flare across his cheekbones. Ryan very carefully lifts one eyebrow. "You're interrupting my golf to ask me that? Come on, Hallsy, the deepest question I wanted to be asked today is if I would ever consider the man-ponytail like Jiminez here."
He gestures at the screen. Taylor makes a strangled coughing noise. Ryan hopes it's because he's tried to picture him with a ridiculous ponytail, and not because he's going to ask any more dumb questions. 
He's not that lucky. "Ebs -"
"Ebs doesn't know anything."
"He does, though."
"Does he know what we do in bed? I really hope not, Hallsy."
Taylor's face gets even redder. "No, just -"
"I really don't care what anyone else thinks they know," Ryan says quietly. He leans in slightly to kiss the corner of Hallsy's mouth. "You let me stay here when I couldn't figure out where else to go. So what if I make dinner to say thanks and keep an eye on the house? You're not taking advantage of me any more than I'm taking advantage of you."
"Okay." Taylor returns the kiss. "I like that you're here. I like it a lot."
On the golf course, someone does something that causes a wave of applause, and they both look. Taylor moves his chair even closer so he can watch for a few minutes while leaning against Ryan. Ryan slides an arm around his shoulders and finishes his cereal, idly playing with Taylor's hair as he does. "Stop, you're making me not want to go to skate," Taylor whines, turning his head to nose at Ryan's neck. "Can I get a job where it's okay for me to be late so I can drag you back upstairs to bed?"
Ryan laughs. "Nope."
Taylor presses his chin to Ryan's shoulder and sighs. "I hate the feeling that these end-of-season games aren't even worth it, warring with how I always want to win no matter what."
Ryan remembers that feeling; it wasn't that long ago. "Ending with a couple dubs is better than losing your way out," he says. Then it dawns on him, a weird feeling in his gut. "Which. Fuck, I barely even realized. There's only one game left after tonight. Are you going home?"
Taylor looks confused. "Home?"
"Yeah, home. Next week." Ryan rubs his face with his hands. What can he say, really. That he'd been so caught up in living here with Hallsy, doing all the things you do when you live with someone, doing his volunteer stuff and hanging out with the kids, that he hadn't even realized it was April. 
Taylor jams the last bite of toast into his mouth, then finishes off Ryan's coffee. "No, probably not. Like, in the actual summer, yeah, I should probably go hang with the family for a while. But you're here, so why would I -"
"I don't have to be here," Ryan interrupts. His heart is suddenly a jackhammer in his chest.
"Mm, yeah, you do." Taylor skims a hand over his back, and surely he can feel Ryan's heart beating. Then he grins, right in Ryan's face. "I need my Whit. This is home. But now I really should hurry up and go, so we can talk about this later, right? Figure out the summer and stuff."
"Yeah," Ryan says faintly. "Wait, really?"
Taylor shakes his head and gets up. "And everyone we know thinks I'm the stupid one in this relationship." He ducks in and kisses Ryan's dumbfounded mouth. "Later. We'll get naked, you're always better at expressing your feelings then."
"What?" Ryan sputters. 
"Feelings. You know, those things a person has when they want to cook another person dinner all the time and fuck them senseless on a regular basis, and own a dog with them," Taylor says over his shoulder as he heads for the garage door.
"But you're my dog," Ryan says helplessly to Ralph, who's under the table.
"Our dog!" Taylor calls from the garage. 
Ryan stares at the computer screen for several minutes before realizing he's not seeing any of what's happening at Augusta. "Ralph, time for a walk," he tells the dog. Maybe it'll clear his head. 
Ralph gets up slowly, like being a lump under the table was the best thing ever and he can't bear to move. Ryan gets his multiple layers on, not even realizing that he's wearing Taylor's hoodie again until he's zipping his coat up over it. "Fuck."
He doesn't bother changing it, just yanks his running shoes onto his feet and gets Ralph ready to go. It's actually not too bad out. The sun is bright and warm on his face. They'll probably get snowed on a few more times, but spring is coming. Eventually. "C'mon, Ralph."
They run a circuit Ryan used to do all the time. It beats the treadmill in the basement. He stopped going to the rink three times a week in February, once he finally admitted to himself that no calls were going to come, that no one was going to pick him up with two months left in the season. 
Ryan hates to even think about it. He can admit, silently and to himself, that his feet are too fucked to ever again play like he used to. But he can't say it out loud yet. He can't think about next year yet. It hurts too much, a horrible burning sensation in his chest.
He glances down at Ralph running next to him, feels the closeness of Hallsy's hoodie around his neck. Slowing at an intersection to watch for traffic, he rubs a hand over the spot on his shoulder where the 4 is. Maybe he can talk about it with Taylor. Taylor had to have known the whole time that Ryan wasn't signing anywhere, but he never pushed it, just always agreed with him that when the call came, Ryan would have to go. 
Instead of feeling worse at the prospect of talking about it, he feels a little better. Slightly more settled. It doesn't answer the question of what he's going to do with the rest of his life without professional hockey, but Ryan's not wanting for time or money while he figures it out. Or a place to live, and sometime to spend the nights with. 
Maybe he should tell Taylor he loves him. 
Ralph flings himself at his water dish when they get back. Ryan feels about the same as he cracks open a Gatorade, not even bothering to take his coat off until he's downed the whole thing. Then he ditches his outerwear and looks at his phone. There are three new texts. 
From Hallsy, he gets: Going to lunch with Ebs @ Mikado, 11:30 if u want to join
From Ebs, there's taking your boy to lunch at Mikado if u want to come with & have me ask horribly embarrassing questions
And finally from Hallsy again: I'm serious about that conversation later ♥
Ryan looks at the clock. It's nearly eleven now and he's gross and needs to shower, so he'd never make it across town before noon. And he knows they probably need some bro-time together. He writes back in a group message. no thanks, can't make it in time - enjoy!
There's a string of texts from Ebs when he gets out of the shower, sent just to him. Hallsy won't shut up about u, I want u to know this. and seriously he won't stop and jfc Whit I hope u know he loves u
Ryan swallows hard at the last one. His hands are shaking as he tries to tap the tiny touchscreen letters. was hoping. don't say anything. we're talking about it tonight.
IDIOTS, he gets back from Ebs, but then that's it.
He throws on some clean sweats and eats two more bowls of cereal on the couch, watching the Golf Channel. He's distracted, though, and can barely follow what's happening. Finally, he gives up. He sets his PGA Tour app to push notifications, and goes to the grocery store. 
Once there, Ryan wanders the aisles. He's not sure what to make for dinner, not sure what might go with the conversation they're going to have. Finally, in a fit of uncertainty, he calls his mom and asks, "Did you ever make Dad any sort of  - special occasion meals, I guess?"
His mom is silent for a long moment. Then she says, "Oh, honey."
Ryan's torn between wanting to laugh, wanting to cry, and wanting to hang up because he's mortified. "I'm just… fuck it, it's not like you don't know who I'm living with. I guess I'm looking for suggestions, the old 'the way to a man's heart is through his stomach' kind of way."
"Well, your father was always partial to meatloaf, even though it's the least romantic food ever."
"No, KD is the least romantic food ever," Ryan mutters. "What did you make with it?"
"Oh, usually I make mashed potatoes and a vegetable of some sort. Broccoli the most, since your brother wouldn't eat brussels sprouts for so long."
Ryan only sort of remembers that phase. "Okay. Thanks, Mom."
"You're welcome. Tell me how it goes, alright?"
"Maybe in twenty years," he says dryly, but he feels better. His mom laughs warmly, and they say goodbye. Ryan stands out of the way and browses meatloaf recipes on his phone until he figures out what he wants to do, then moves quickly through the store picking up what he needs. He knows Hallsy will eat whatever he makes, but he feels like he should put a little more effort into it tonight. Plus, cooking will distract him. 
It works well enough. He gets the meatloaf prepped before Hallsy's set to come home for his nap, and has that all cleaned up and everything else stored away by the time Taylor comes through the door and grabs his hand. Ryan follows him upstairs and they crawl into Ryan's bed together. Hallsy doesn't seem to want to talk at all. He just snuggles close, pulling Ryan's arms around him. 
Ryan breathes against Hallsy's hair and closes his eyes.
*

Ryan wakes up when Taylor does and kisses him goodbye after he's dressed, in the three-piece that Ryan likes so much. Taylor's still uncharacteristically quiet, but his mouth is willing enough against Ryan's. He sends Ryan a text once he gets to the arena. want you with me all the time
Ryan absolutely knows better than to leave that unanswered. me too
He watches the game while he cooks. It's a shitshow, but peeling potatoes takes just enough concentration that he can't dwell on how horrible it is. He succumbs to the pins and needles feeling once everything is in the oven and makes himself a drink. And then another. 
He's sipping his third - slowly, because he's horizontal on the sofa - and is on his second episode of Justified when he hears the door to the garage swing open and Taylor walk in. "I made you a drink," Ryan calls. "It's on the counter. Shouldn't be too melted yet."
"Thanks." Taylor's voice is hoarse. "What did you make to eat? It smells great."
"Meatloaf. Mom's suggestion."
There's a series of noises that Ryan knows is Taylor greeting Ralph, then footsteps, and then a hand running over his head. "I snuck a bite of the mashed potatoes," Taylor says from above him. "They're good. And this drink is just what I needed after that fucking nightmare."
Ryan holds up his glass, and Taylor touches them together gently. On the television, Timothy Olyphant is yelling at someone through a screen door. 
"I love you," Ryan says.
"I love you, too." There's the soft clink of ice cubes, the sound of Taylor swallowing. Then he asks, "Just like that?"
"Just like that," Ryan agrees. 
Neither of them have moved, and neither of them move for at least another minute. Ryan breathes on the cushions, fingertips numb around his glass. He hears the rattle of ice again. Then Taylor steps carefully around Ralph and all the extra pillows Ryan dumped off onto the floor, and lifts the watered-down drink from Ryan's hand.
"Hey," he protests quietly. Taylor smiles and finishes what's left, then takes both glasses somewhere. Ryan assumes the kitchen. 
He comes back empty-handed, walks around the couch, grabs Ryan's arm, and pulls him up. Ryan blinks at him. "What?"
"We both need to eat." Taylor pushes him towards the kitchen. His hands are warm on Ryan's back. Ryan lets himself be steered into a chair and lets Hallsy set another drink in front of him. "I think I can handle cutting the meatloaf," Taylor says with a chuckle. 
"I'm not that drunk," Ryan protests, tugging Hallsy down to kiss him. "Also, you're still in your suit."
"You're always doing it for me. Seriously, Whitter, I can put food on a plate. And we're celebrating."
Ryan feels warm, and it's not only the booze. He can't help but laugh. "All right." 
Taylor manages just fine, although he puts about twice as much food on Ryan's plate as Ryan actually can eat. "You realize I didn't just burn six thousand calories like you did," he says dryly, cutting into the meatloaf.
"Oh, you will later," Taylor murmurs. He presses his feet against Ryan's under the table. 
Ryan starts to cough and has to swipe Hallsy's coconut water so he doesn't down two-thirds of his drink in one go. "You expect me to be able to eat after you say something like that?"
"Yes." Taylor starts forking mashed potatoes into his mouth. 
Ryan glares at him for a second and then starts eating. It's good, but since he followed a recipe that looked really close to his Mom's, he'd been expecting it to be. They say little while they eat, and just as Ryan expected, he has to nudge his plate away with more than a third remaining. Taylor raises an eyebrow. "Seriously, I'm full," Ryan says. "Meatloaf coma imminent."
"I hope not."
"I need a digestion period. Like swimming. Wait an hour."
"Isn't that a myth?" Hallsy asks, and Ryan shrugs. "You're the one who went to college."
"Yeah, because we totally covered Old Wives' Tales." Ryan stops, thinking. "Actually, I think we did, in one of my classes. But not the swimming one. I think it's on Snopes, though."
Taylor's laughing so hard that he drops his fork and it clatters on the table. "You saying shit like that is why I love you," he wheezes. 
Ryan shrugs again, but he's pleased. There's a warm, bright feeling in his chest. He finishes his drink, slowly, while Taylor polishes off the last of what's on his plate. "Ugh, okay. You're right about the meatloaf coma. My compliments to your mom."
Ryan flips him off and slumps back in his chair. 
Taylor stacks the dishes up in the sink, saying he'll deal with them later, and pulls Ryan into the living room. "Sit. I'm going to change."
Ryan flips on the Golf Channel so he can catch up on everything he missed while he was having feelings all day, but when Hallsy comes back down in pajamas, Ryan is almost immediately distracted by the game of fetch that Taylor starts with Ralph. 
They keep it low to the ground to avoid breaking things like lamps, and Ralph slides all over the tiled floor chasing the tennis ball. It turns into a goofy game of keepaway, Ryan and Taylor dodging around the furniture with Ralph trying to jump on both of them, until Taylor checks Ryan over the arm of the sofa and jumps on top of him. "Interference!" Ryan hollers. "Ralph, save me!"
Ralph barks. Taylor totally cracks up, laughing helplessly with his face pressed hot and damp against Ryan's neck. Ryan toys with his hair, grinning at nothing and relaxing back against the cushions. "Hey, look and see who's leading for me."
Taylor turns his head towards the screen. After a second he says, "Haas."
"Hmm, okay."
"Are there even any Canadians there?"
Ryan has to think about that for a second. "Mike Weir. I'm not sure who else."
"Why are all the caddies in those white jumpsuits?"
"It's the Masters," Ryan chuckles. He slides his hand slowly up and down Hallsy's back, fingertips dipping beneath the hem of Taylor's worn shirt with every stroke. "Augusta is - well, it's a really old-fashioned club. Haven't you ever watched this tournament before?"
Hallsy makes a sad noise. "I'm usually busy," he says petulantly, and Ryan laughs again. 
"I won't hold it against you."
"You better not." Taylor kisses his jaw, then his mouth. Ryan returns it with one hand cupped over the back of Taylor's neck, the other sliding down to grab his ass. Carefully, he bends one knee, making Taylor shift and settle between his thighs. 
"Love you," he says because he can, and Taylor's answering kiss is a little less leisurely this time. 
"It's nice to say, isn't it," Taylor murmurs against his mouth. "I like saying it." Ryan squeezes his ass again, making Taylor jerk down against him. He's hard against Ryan's thigh. "Okay, upstairs," Taylor pants. 
"We gotta let Ralph out."
Hallsy lets out a frustrated noise, but gets up and shoos Ralph out the back door. Ryan loads the dishwasher as fast as he can, not wanting to deal with crusty plates in the morning but still wondering what his life has become that he sorts dishes while sporting a hard-on.
Ralph is let back in and told to lie down in his giant, brand-new doggie bed. Ryan turns on the dishwasher and then makes a break for the stairs, Hallsy close behind him with a hand on his back and muttering for Ryan to hurry. "Ugh, so impatient," Ryan mocks, spinning them around on the landing and holding Hallsy up against the wall for a minute to kiss him hard.
Taylor pushes forward against him, hands skimming up under Ryan's shirt. "Bedroom, come on," he pants when Ryan stops kissing him. His breath is hot on Ryan's face. 
Ryan makes an executive decision. "We're both going to brush our teeth first."
Hallsy laughs, but then says, "Yeah, that's actually a good idea."
"Who has two thumbs and went to college? This guy."
"You are insufferable," Taylor groans. But he keeps his hands fisted in Ryan's shirt as he walks carefully backwards towards the bedroom, glancing over his shoulder every few seconds. Not that Ryan would let him crash into the wall, because Ryan wouldn't. 
They brush their teeth side by side at the sink in Hallsy's bathroom. Ryan realizes more than half his toiletries have migrated in here, and that he gets ready in here most mornings. He bumps his hip gently against Taylor's. Hallsy grins at him around a mouthful of foam and palms Ryan's thigh. 
Ryan spits, rinses, and tells Hallsy to hurry the fuck up. 
He gets four steps towards the bed before Hallsy leaps onto his back, clearly intending to kill Ryan tonight. "What the -"
Taylor cracks up, clinging to him. The vibration goes straight through Ryan. He dumps Hallsy onto the bed, climbing on top of him and pulling his shirt up and over his head. "Ungh, Whit," Hallsy groans as Ryan flicks a thumb over his nipple, and then the noise turns whimpery as Ryan cups his dick. 
Taylor's actually really vocal about what he likes in bed, if what they're doing is doing it for him. Ryan figures it's the years of conditioning to confess every ache and pain. A body worth millions has to be kept track of, and Ryan has to admit it adds another layer to this for him, being trusted with Hallsy like this. He lays a series of biting kisses down Taylor's torso, over his ribs, the side of his stomach. Hallsy hisses at the touch of teeth, but Ryan's careful. He does worry a bright red spot into bloom on Taylor's hip, Taylor moaning loudly the whole time. "Whit," he breathes, pushing Ryan's head away. 
Ryan looks at his handiwork and prods it with his thumb. It'll definitely bruise later. "Whits," Taylor whines again. "Come up here so I can kiss you."
Ryan does. The kiss is wet and minty. Hallsy sucks hard on his tongue, making Ryan's toes curl. Then Taylor whispers, "I want to do all sorts of stuff to you. That I've never wanted to do with anyone else."
"Mmm, like what?" 
Hallsy hums for a second, like it had been only a vague thought before and now he has to articulate it. "Well, you still haven't fucked me, and I want to try that. I mean, you seem to like it."
"I do, but fair warning, not every dude who likes dick likes taking that dick up their ass."
"Way to ruin the mood," Taylor groans, but he's laughing at the same time. 
Ryan bites his earlobe gently and asks, "What else? If there was anything else."
"Hmm, let me think about it some more. For right now, I really do want you to fuck me." He kisses the hollow of Ryan's throat, once, twice, three times before sliding lower, pushing Ryan onto his back and skimming his open mouth over Ryan's belly. The sensation is new; Ryan's a little softer than he used to be. 
"I want to do it like this," Hallsy says, and he straddles Ryan's hips as he leans across to grab the lube from the drawer. Ryan exhales sharply, bites his lip at the feel of Taylor's ass rubbing against his dick. 
Taylor adds, "And we're almost out of lube."
"I'll add it to my shopping list," Ryan says dryly. Taylor slumps against him, laughing for a minute before pressing the bottle into Ryan's hand. 
"You should -" Ryan dumps him to the side, bumping Taylor's knees apart, "- while I do this. Then you can get back on top."
This part they're both used to. He watches Hallsy's face get redder and redder, the flush going up to his hair and creeping down his chest. He makes little moaning noises as Ryan goes from two fingers to three, lifts his hips to meet Ryan's hand. 
Ryan strokes his other hand over Taylor's cock and says, "You sure about this?"
Taylor groans. "Fuck you, Whitney, you've been finger-banging me for like two years and in case you haven't noticed, your hands are huge. If I can take your fingers, I can take your cock."
It's possibly the dirtiest thing Ryan's ever heard Hallsy say out loud. "Fuck. Yeah, okay. Come on."
He rolls onto his back. Taylor starts to swing a leg over, but pauses midway. "You want a condom? I didn't grab one."
Ryan shakes his head. "It's okay with me, as long as you're cool with it."
"Awesome." Taylor gets himself in place. Ryan lines up his dick and Taylor lets himself down slowly; Ryan can see the tension in his thighs. It's been a while since Ryan fucked anyone in the ass, but he knows there are angles that will make it better for Hallsy. He can't really direct much from here, though, besides pulling his knees up for Taylor to settle himself against. 
"Okay?" he asks.
"Yeah, definitely." Hallsy nods as he says it. Ryan can see him biting at the inside of his mouth. 
"Think you can lean forward so I can kiss you?"
Taylor nods again and leans down slowly. Ryan slides a hand around the back of his neck and holds him in the kiss, giving him time to adjust, waiting until he feels Taylor relax a little. Gently, he nips at Taylor's bottom lip. "Still okay?"
Taylor huffs. "You don't have to check with me every five seconds."
"I want to." Ryan rubs his thumb over Taylor's cheekbone. "Come on, then. Ride me, cowboy."
Hallsy's snort is incredulous. "That was awful. You're awful."
"And you love me, so get moving."
Taylor does then, rocking his hips. Slowly at first with his hands braced on Ryan's chest, his mouth hanging open. Ryan shuts his eyes, since he doesn't want to come immediately, especially when Hallsy starts making little gasping noises. Ryan pushes his heels down against the bed and starts to move to meet Taylor, definitely in to the new, needier sounds that escape Hallsy's mouth. 
"Still good?" he manages to ask.
It takes Taylor a second. "Uh-huh." Then, "Are you?"
"Mmm, yeah." He presses his heels a little harder and looks up, watching as Hallsy's face goes slack with pleasure again. "Can you come like this?"
Red-faced, Taylor nods. "I'm not - oh - not gonna last much longer."
Ryan wraps a hand around Taylor's cock and starts stroking him in time with Ryan's thrusts. "Ah, Ryan," Taylor groans, as Ryan stops sliding his hand up and down to toy with the slit. "Fuck. Yeah, Whit, love you -" he gasps, then comes with a stuttered cry, curling forward. Ryan kisses him through it, getting close to his own orgasm.
Hallsy pants harshly against him, darting his tongue into Ryan's mouth in time with Ryan's shallow movements, and that counterpoint is all Ryan needs to get the rest of the way there. He comes hard with the sound of blood rushing in his ears, backed by a soft echo somewhere of Taylor moaning softly, his spine arching as Ryan empties into him.
"Wow," Taylor sighs after a minute. "I wasn't expecting…"
It takes Ryan another second to get breathing right again. "Yeah."
"It feels weird." Taylor leans forward again, moving experimentally. 
Ryan's dick twitches. He nips at Taylor's collarbone. "It's less messy with a condom, you didn't realize that?"
"I wanted to feel you." Hallsy kisses him, and Ryan allows it for a second before mumbling that they should shower.
Taylor settles against him even more, grumbling. "Don't wanna."
"Come on. We're super gross." He slides his hands down and pinches Hallsy's hip. "Up."
"Noooo," Taylor groans, but he lets Ryan disentangle them carefully and prod him out of the bed without further argument. 
The shower in the master bath is big enough for two people, even if those people are hockey players. Ryan gets the water going nice and warm while Hallsy looks at himself in the mirror, experimentally poking the hickey Ryan left on his hip. "Does it hurt?" Ryan asks, wrapping his arms around Hallsy's waist and resting his chin on Hallsy's shoulder. 
"Throbs a little, but I don't mind." 
Ryan kisses his neck, feeling Hallsy's pulse strong against his lips. Taylor sighs. He's smiling. The mirror starts to fog over with steam. "Come on," Ryan whispers. "I'll even wash your hair for you."
*

It's dark in the bedroom. Ryan can feel Taylor's fingertips tracing the curved lines of his shoulderblades. "What are you doing?" he murmurs.
Hallsy shushes him and continues touching. Ryan drowses, the soft touch soothing. After a minute Hallsy says, "I talked to my mom earlier, while you were downstairs. I told her not to expect to see us for a few weeks, at least. I said we wanted to just hang out here for a while, relax, watch the playoffs. She was cool."
It takes Ryan a second. "Us?"
"I think Ralph will like the yard at their place, though." Taylor kisses the back of his neck, then adds thoughtfully, "I think my family will like Ralph."
"What about me? Ryan asks, chuckling.
"They already like you." There's a long stretch of silence, although Hallsy continues to trace mindless patterns across his back so Ryan knows he hasn't fallen asleep. Then he says, so quietly that Ryan barely hears him, "Whit. You coming here, it - it changed a lot of things. I don't really know how to explain."
Ryan turns over so he can at least try to look at Taylor in the darkness. Taylor's hands hover for a moment, then settle between them, backs to Ryan's chest. "Try?" Ryan asks. He rubs a slow circle over Taylor's hip, the skin there smooth under his palm.
"Well, I live here. Like, I own the house. But after Ebs moved out, I felt like I was just - staying here, I guess. I slept here while we were playing at home, but it didn't feel like someplace I lived." His thumb strokes Ryan's collarbone. "Then you got here and I started looking forward to coming home at night, instead of tagging along with one of the other guys for food or going to their place for a beer, or whatever. Now they've mostly stopped asking me if I want to do stuff with them because I usually say no. Because I'd rather come home and hang out with you."
Ryan leans in to kiss whatever part of Hallsy's face he manages to get. Cheek, under his eye. The thin skin is soft against Ryan's lips. "If you want to tell the guys about us, I think that would be okay with me."
"Ebs totally knows. And Lauren. And I think Nuge knows, too." 
"I don't know if we were very subtle at my birthday party, despite what we thought at the time. But we're serious, yeah? So I'm okay with it as long as you're okay."
"I'm okay." Taylor wiggles closer, yawning. "Really. Might wait until camp, though, since half the team is leaving."
He rubs their feet together as Ryan asks who's staying. They whisper back and forth for a while, the gaps between words lasting longer and longer until Ryan falls asleep between one syllable and the next.
*

Ryan calls his agent while Hallsy's gone to Rexall for locker clean-out, sitting on the steps to the back deck, wrapped up in sweats and a hat he thinks might be Hallsy's. It's got a stupid pom-pom on the top. Ralph is running around the yard, barking at nothing like an idiot. "Hi Paul, it's Ryan Whitney," he says, when Paul finally picks up.
Ryan's surprised he even answered. He got voicemail the last three times he called. And no calls back. He's not sure what the fuck he pays this guy for anymore.
"Hey, Ryan, how's Edmonton?"
"Still cold."
"It's still chilly here, too, but we've at least lost most of the snow."
Ryan wishes he could say the same as he watches Ralph dive face-first into what's left of a snowdrift. "So here's why I'm calling," he starts, but Paul rudely cuts him off.
"I don't have anything to tell you, Ryan."
"You could at least let me finish my sentence," Ryan says, knowing his voice is sharp and not giving a fuck. His heart feels like it's beating all the way up into his throat. He leans forward for a second, forehead almost to his knees. "For fuck's sake, is that why you kept sending me to voicemail, because you thought I was calling to nag? I know I'm done, all right; I know no one wants me."
That much had been obvious when Tallon had emailed every other team in the league looking to trade him and gotten only "thanks, but no thanks" in reply. Ryan hadn't wanted to accept it then. He stares down at his knees again and says, "You can stop looking, Paul. For good. I'll hang it up."
"Ryan -"
Ryan could go on: I'm too old. I'm too slow, too busted. He interrupts only with, "You can do the retirement papers for the PA. Send them to me up here, since I'm probably staying."
"I - all right. Give me the address."
Ryan does, then ends the call. He stays sitting on the step for another few minutes, following Ralph's antics around the yard, but not really seeing them. He's not sure how to feel right now, his heart still pounding. Part of him wants to throw up, and part of him wants to sag over in relief. 
Ralph runs up and shoves his head against Ryan's hands. Ryan scratches gently at his nose; Ralph likes that. He murmurs softly, "Hey, buddy, hey."
Ralph pants in his face, his tail wagging furiously, sending up puffs of snow. "Should we go inside?" Ryan asks. Ralph bolts past him heading for the door. Ryan follows at a slower pace. Inside, he sheds the hat and his sweatshirt, grabs his phone again, and goes down to the basement. 
An hour on the bike leaves him dripping with sweat, but when he's done, he feels less like any sort of push will cause him to sink a fist through the wall, or punch the next person who speaks to him right in the face. He's even a little shaky when he climbs off, and grabs a Gatorade from the mini-fridge. 
His phone chimes from where he'd left it on the weight bench, and he spins it around to see that it's Hallsy. you get your agent to answer the phone this time?

  y, told him where he can shove it.


  LOL, no you didn't

That makes Ryan laugh as he wipes his face off with a towel. got a good angry workout out of it I guess, he writes back.
good, you gotta stay in shape. It's followed by what Ryan is sure are all the kissing emojis in the library. 

  that's bad. you're bad.

you're into it, Taylor responds, making Ryan laugh some more. Stupid flirty text messages with Taylor were not what he had planned for this afternoon, but he feels so much better. And Hallsy's right: he is into it. His phone chimes again. be home in little while
There'd been a livestream earlier. Ryan watched part of it, but everyone sounded so beat down that he turned it off before MacT even spoke. He and Hallsy haven't really talked about the way the season ended for the Oilers. That's fine with Ryan. He's been there before, and Taylor's already had to talk about it with almost every sports reporter in the province.
He goes up and showers, and when he's done, Hallsy's at the kitchen table eating Ryan's Peanut Butter Toast Crunch with Ralph sitting at his feet looking hopeful. "Hey," Ryan says. He skims a hand over Hallsy's shoulder. "How'd it go?"
Taylor shrugs. His expression is dark and shuttered. "The same as it goes every year." He eats another giant spoonful of cereal and milk drips back into the bowl. "Your phone call go okay?"
Ryan spins a chair around and straddles it. "Guess it went okay," he replies, resting his chin on the back of the chair. "Now I really don't know what the fuck I'm going to do with my life."
"You've kept busy so far." Hallsy slurps at the milk. His expression clears a little as he looks at Ryan, saying, "You could go back to school, finish your degree."
"I could."
"You don't sound very excited." Taylor wipes his face off with a napkin and gets up to rinse out his bowl. 
Ryan shrugs, hands squeezing the rails of the chair back. He honestly has no idea what he wants to do, besides be here with Hallsy. "I've got time, right?"
"All of it." Taylor comes around the table and leans down, pressing his stubbly face to Ryan's hair. Ryan lifts a hand to wrap around the back of Hallsy's neck. "Come lie down with me on the couch?" Taylor asks.
"Yeah, okay."
He lets Hallsy arrange them on the sofa, which means Ryan's against the back with Taylor tucked against him. He drapes his arm over Taylor's hips and toys idly with the drawstring of his sweats, but the movement lacks any real intent. "Can I ask you something, something serious?"
Taylor takes a deep breath. "Of course you can." 
"Do you ever think about playing someplace else?" 
There's a long silence. Ryan can feel Hallsy's stomach move as he breathes. It's steady beneath his palm. "Sometimes," Taylor murmurs. His voice is rough. "Every year we don't even come close to the playoffs, I think about it. But I want to win here, you know? Here. I know it's dumb, but -"
"It's not dumb. I wanted to win here, too."
"What's it like, playoffs?"
Ryan rubs his cheek against the back of Taylor's neck. "It's the hardest hockey you've ever played, every game, until it's done. It's grueling and it's painful. And you're happy to play it, even as it wrecks you."
Taylor's quiet for another long stretch. Then he tangles his fingers with Ryan's and squeezes hard. "I want that."
"I know." He presses a lingering kiss to the spot where Taylor's neck and shoulder meet, not sure what to say next, but Taylor solves that for him.
"I just get so frustrated," he says with a sigh. "I know I could have a better shot at the Cup with a different team. But then it's like - like I'm doing it for me, not the team, and that's…" He trails off, burrowing closer to Ryan.
"Selfish," Ryan finishes for him. He knows why Taylor didn't want to say it. "But it's just you and me here and I'm not going to give you shit for saying you want a chance at the Cup." 
Hallsy stays quiet, pressed close, clearly done talking about it. Ryan slides his hand over Taylor's chest, his shoulder, up and down his arm, just trying to be soothing. He knows it's been drilled into Taylor since forever: team, team, team. 
Neither one of them says anything for a while, until Hallsy leans forward and snags the remote from the coffee table. "What are we still behind on?"
"Uh, I think Hannibal."
"Too creepy for me right now." Taylor scrolls through the things on the DVR, clearly looking for something without cannibals and fancy murders. Ryan likes Will Graham's dogs, though. "What about Castle?"
Ryan squints at the episode description over Taylor's shoulder. "You haven't seen this one?"
"Don't think so."
"Okay." He kisses the back of Taylor's neck again, nosing along the soft skin, mapping the bumps of Taylor's spine with his lips. As the episode starts, he realizes he's seen it at least once before, but as long as Taylor's happy with it, Ryan is happy.
*

"I think we should get a new couch," Hallsy says the next morning, instead of Good morning, Ryan, or Let me make you breakfast, Ryan, or any other pleasant morning thoughts. Ryan squints at him over the top of the blankets. Taylor keeps talking. "You know, since the one we have still smells like beer."
"So you want to go furniture shopping," Ryan infers, moving the sheets out of his face and looking at Taylor directly. "I'm not even awake."
Taylor scoffs. He touches his toes to Ryan's legs. "Like Ralph would let you sleep in."
Ryan has already gotten up, let Ralph out and fed him, and slid back into bed for another warm hour or two. Which Hallsy is now interrupting. "I feel like I should point out that any new couch we get will inevitably smell like dog," he says.
"That's cool." Taylor ducks in and kisses his cheek. He smells like yesterday's cologne, a hint of sweat, and something that Ryan always struggles to identify but figures is just Hallsy. "So that's a yes? Hurry up and get dressed."
He bounces out of bed as Ryan rolls over and groans. "You're buying me breakfast!" he yells after Hallsy. "Fancy breakfast! Fancy waffles!"
"Fine," Taylor calls from the bathroom. Ryan gets up with a sigh. 
They go for breakfast first. Ryan orders his fancy waffles while Hallsy gets an omelette, and they end up trading halves. "I should have gotten waffles, too," Taylor sighs. He slurps at his coffee. There's whipped cream on his cheek, and Ryan tries to do the there's something on your face gesture, but Hallsy just looks confused. Ryan licks his thumb and reaches over, swipes away the whipped cream.
"What? Oh, thanks. You want more of these hash browns?"
Ryan shrugs and takes a forkful of the potatoes off Taylor's plate. "What kind of couch do you want to get?"
"Probably something close to the old one."
"That works." He finishes his coffee. 
At the furniture store, they duck several salespeople by detouring through a display of dining room pieces. "We should probably clean off ours one of these days," Taylor says, skimming a hand over the polished top of a dark table. "Before there's so much stuff on it that it all slides off."
"It's mostly your mail," Ryan chuckles. "I tried to sort it."
Hallsy comes around the side of another table and bumps him gently. "You can open it." 
Disbelieving, Ryan stops walking. He raises his eyebrows at Taylor and repeats, "You want me to open your mail."
"You're home all the time. What if it's something important?"
"Clearly you didn't think about that until now," Ryan says with a laugh. 
"I mean it, though." Hallsy slides his fingers along the back of Ryan's hand, then moves away again as they come up on the sofa section. Another salesperson approaches them, a woman in a dark suit with her nametag stark against the fabric. Recognition is clear on her face. Ryan shakes his head quickly, waving her off, and she nods and fades to the side before Hallsy even sees her. 
Taylor flops down on a slippery-looking overstuffed monstrosity and nearly slides off. "No way," Ryan says. He shakes his head. "That's bigger than what we have now. Ralph would get lost in it. He'd fall between the cushions."
"You're terrible," Taylor whines. He gets up again, adjusting his hoodie where it's ridden up in the back. Ryan wants to put his hands on that briefly-visible patch of pale skin, but refrains. Hallsy keeps talking. "It isn't very comfortable anyway, I wouldn't want to make out with you on it."
Ryan snorts. "I'm glad to know that's your priority in a sofa." He scans the nearest few options, and points at a soft-looking brown sectional. "That one there looks close to what we've got."
They sit down on it, side by side. It feels mostly the same as the couch already in their living room. "I don't know," Taylor says. "I'm starting to think I don't want to sit on a hundred couches just because I was annoyed by the beer smell for five minutes."
"Too late now," Ryan laughs. "Should we put this one on the maybe list?"
"Ugh." 
Ryan pulls Taylor up by the hand. "Next."
They work their way around the huge display. Ryan tweets that furniture shopping is the worst, and Taylor snickers and replies with a picture of the worst couch, a hideous flowered thing with both roses and grapes, and they both crack up when Ebs replies to them both saying he'll never speak to either one of them again if they're serious about the flower print. 
Ryan then gets a text message that says, dudes if u were going furniture shopping u know Lauren would have helped.
"Your hetero life partner has the worst grammar," he says to Hallsy, tilting his phone so Taylor can read the screen. 
Taylor frowns. "I think we can handle finding a sofa. Lemme see that," he says, and Ryan hands over the phone. He sits on another couch while Hallsy writes something back to Jordan. It's uncomfortable, so he moves to yet another, this time a soft, dark brown leather that he thinks would probably look good in the living room. 
"This one is nice," he tells Hallsy. "And the card says it's stain-resistant."
Taylor tosses him the phone and sits down next to him. "We definitely need stain-resistant." 
"My ass likes this one. Are you going to make me try fifty more?"
"Not today," Taylor says with a grin. Ryan groans and leans his head back in mock despair, looking up at the store's ceiling dotted with fluorescent lights. "Whitter," Hallsy says, cajoling, bumping their shoulders together. "Don't you want the couch to be perfect?"
"It doesn't have to be perfect. It just has to smell like not-beer."
Taylor bursts out laughing at that, leaning against Ryan for a full minute before he gets himself back under control. "I'll take a picture of this one. I like it. We'll put it on the list."
He jumps up and takes a picture of Ryan pouting. Then they have to escape another approaching salesperson, so Ryan calls the trip a wash and makes Hallsy buy him coffee and a muffin on the way home to make up for it. 
Later, he finds the picture posted to Twitter with the caption Prob gonna be the new couch. Whit dog is mad that I can't commit.
Ryan laughs and leans over the back of the now-old sofa to look at Hallsy, who's snuggling with Ralph and watching some animated show. "I think you already committed," he says, waving his phone.
Taylor smiles up at him. "I totally did."
*

Ryan's in charge of the grill, so his movements are limited once he starts putting the meat down and he can't escape Alysha when she walks over. She brings him a new beer, though, so it's okay. "So you guys are for sure staying the summer?" she asks. "I thought hockey players all scattered once the season was over."
"I think we're going to visit Hallsy's family for a week or two next month, and I should probably put in an appearance with my own, since I haven't seen them in -" He stops, thinking. "Wow, six months. More than six months. And I stayed here for Christmas. So I really should visit. Before my mom drags me there by my ear."
"That's moms for you," Alysha chuckles, toasting him with her margarita. She glances over to where Greer is standing with a handful of Hallsy's teammates and their significant others; Ryan can see Krista Ference gesturing as she tells some sort of story. "Did Greer tell you that we're trying to adopt Becca?"
Ryan looks back at her in surprise. "Really? That's awesome."
"We're getting married in September, but we figured it would be good to start the paperwork now."
"Congratulations," Ryan says. He means it. Alysha and Greer are his friends now, and Ryan's found he likes having friends who don't care all that much about hockey. "Am I invited?"
Alysha produces an envelope from the pocket of her shorts. "Ta-da!"
She holds it out and Ryan takes it with a smile. On the front, in Greer's neat cursive, it says Ryan & Taylor. Something about that makes his throat tighten up a little. He swallows. "We'll be there. As long as Hallsy doesn't have a game. Which, even if he does, I'll be there. I'll just bring Ralph instead."
Alysha laughs and hugs him tightly. Ryan squeezes her back. "I'm happy for you," he murmurs. 
"Don't get all sappy on me, Whitney," she scolds, but she sounds a little emotional herself. "Okay, so, question," she says after she steps back. "And don't shoot me for it, okay, but. You and Taylor, it's serious, right?"
Ryan looks over to where Hallsy is playing Duck Duck Goose with Becca, Randy, and a half-dozen other kids. Everyone looks happy, all smiles as they chase each other around the circle, the kids kicking off their flip-flops for better purchase against the grass. In the June sunlight, Taylor looks even more golden than usual in his white tee and cargo shorts. He taps Stella's head and yells, "Goose!" 
"Yeah," Ryan says. "It is."
Alysha follows his line of sight and asks quietly, "You guys thinking about kids?"
"That - that's a complicated question," Ryan answers, pitching his voice to match hers. He watches as Stella tackles Taylor before Taylor can claim her spot in the circle. "A very complicated question."
"Because you're American?" 
He nods and rolls the hot dogs around a little on the grate so they don't burn on one side.
Alysha makes her thinking face. "What if you got married?"
"That would probably make things easier, kids-wise." Ryan's trying not to give away how much he's already thought about this, and he's probably failing. Somewhere in the last few months, he stopped being able to keep his expression neutral when he looked at Taylor, so he's sure his thoughts are plain on his face. "But it might also make a lot of things more difficult."
"Because of who he is," she infers. Ryan nods again. "Well - fuck."
"It is what it is, for now. But things change." He knows that better than anyone. He glances at Hallsy again, now chasing Becca around the circle while she screams with laughter. He feels a little shaky as he says, "Doesn't mean I don't want to ask him, though."
Her eyes get so wide he's worried she'll strain something. Becca chooses that moment to run over and grab Alysha around the knees. "We're playing Duck Duck Goose and Taylor goosed me and then I lost my spot!" she says all in a rush. 
Alysha smoothes Becca's hair back from her forehead. "I saw! You have to go around and be the person who picks now. Want me to come over there with you?"
"Yes, please. Can Ryan come?"
"I have to watch the grill," Ryan says apologetically, gesturing at the food. "You still want a hot dog, right?"
"Yes! With ketchup."
"I'll save you the best one."
Becca hugs him, then drags Alysha away by the hand. Ryan flips the hamburgers carefully. A hand slides over his waist, and he looks up to see Taylor standing there. "Hey."
"Hi." He steps in closer, fitting himself against Ryan's back. They're mostly hidden from his teammates by the open grill. "How's the grillmaster?"
"Annoyed at always being the grillmaster," Ryan replies, but he's mostly kidding. "These are done, but we left the buns inside. Can you run in and get them?"
"Sure." Taylor kisses his cheek. "Love you."
"Love you, too." 
Taylor heads towards the house. Ryan piles the cooked burgers on one plate and the hot dogs on another, then takes the foil-wrapped corn off the upper grate. "Can I help with anything, Whit?" someone asks, and he looks up to see Ference walking toward him.
"Could use a hand getting these all to the food table in one trip," he says. 
"You got it." Ference picks up the corn and hot dogs, so Ryan grabs the burgers. "You and Hallsy staying in town all summer?" Ference asks as they cross the yard.
"He's staying most of it, I think," Ryan says, cautious about it. He doesn't know what, if anything, Hallsy's told Ference, and he'd rather be careful in what he says out loud. They haven't been all that careful with public displays today, but he still thinks it's up to Taylor to tell his teammates about them.  
"But you're not?"
Ryan sets the plate down and meets Ference's gaze. He asks, "Are you getting at something in particular?"
Ference shakes his head. "Just if you guys are staying in town, man. Krista and I need some more adults to hang out with. And the girls really seem to like your dog."
Taylor comes back with the buns then, and after he sets them on the table, puts his arm around Ryan's waist again. "Who likes Ralph?"
"Everyone. He's Mr. Popularity," Ryan says. He looks at Hallsy. "Are we staying in town all summer? Your Captain wants to know."
"Except for the family visits, yeah. Why?"
Ference grins. "Just trying to keep track of who'll be around and who won't, for when I have my world-famous pool parties."
"World-famous, uh-huh," Taylor laughs. "Yeah, we should be here most of the time. Right?" He looks at Ryan as he says it. 
Ryan nods, clearing his throat. "Right."
"Sounds good." Ference is smiling at them again. Ryan gives him a tight smile in return, still not entirely sure about this, but trusting Ference to keep Hallsy's secrets.
"Bob keeps trying to escape the house," Taylor says to Ryan. "Do you think he can come out here? I mean, it's fenced. Maybe he just wants to be where the people are."
Ryan shrugs.  "I guess we could give it a shot. Alysha!" he calls. "You think Bob can come outside?"
"Sure, why not?" she yells back.
"And I thought my house was nuts," Ference says, shaking his head. Taylor squeezes Ryan around the waist for a second, then heads back towards the house to get Bob. "Ryan," Ference says quietly. His expression is serious. "You love him?"
"I love him," Ryan says without hesitation.
"Cool." Ference holds out his fist, and Ryan bumps it with his own. 
Then Ryan takes a deep breath, hollers that the food is ready and everyone should come eat, and twenty people descend on the table at once. He figures it's best to get out of the way, and ducks out of the group. Hallsy's walking up with Bob, who looks like he has no idea what's happening in his life. 
"I'm still mad we ended up with the cat," Ryan says to him. 
"No, you're not." Taylor scratches Bob under the chin. Bob purrs happily, because he likes Taylor the best. Then Taylor sets the cat gently on the ground, and they watch him pick his way carefully across the grass, pausing every few steps to sniff stuff, and then dodging out of the way of a running Ava.
Someone tugs at Ryan's jeans. It's Becca. "Ryan, where's my hotdog?"
"Let's get it," Ryan says. They join the line. "What else do you want? Potato salad? Coleslaw?"
Becca wrinkles her nose. "Gross."
"I'll get yours," Taylor says to Ryan. "Burger?"
"Yeah." He grabs a plate for Becca, then a bun and a hot dog. "This looks really lonely, sure you don't want anything else?"
"Ketchup! And pickles."
Ryan squeezes a maze of ketchup onto the hot dog and lets Becca put the pickles onto the plate herself. She lines them up carefully. "Good job," he says. "Juice box?"
"Yes, please."
He makes a show of wrestling the straw out of the wrapper before he pokes it through the foil, then hands it to her. She runs off to join Randy at one of the picnic tables. "Can I have my plate now?" Ryan asks Taylor.
"I filled it up for you." Indeed, the plate is full of all the things Ryan would have put on there himself, right down to not-too-much mustard on the burger. 
"Thanks," he says happily, and puts his arm around Hallsy's shoulders while they decide where to sit.
*

It's nearly dark by the time everyone's gone home, leaving Ryan slouched in a deck chair watching the fire pit burn. Bob's on his lap, so Ryan's reluctant to make any quick movements. He can hear Hallsy's footsteps approach, and a hand brushes over his shoulder as Taylor says, "Hey, I brought you another beer."
"Thanks."
He takes the cold bottle and Bob starts, jumps down and wanders away with his tail twitching. "Ah, good," Taylor says, and takes the now-vacant spot on Ryan's lap. 
Ryan puts his free arm around Hallsy's waist and says, "I'm not entirely sure this chair will hold us both."
"Too bad."
They watch Ralph chase Bob around the darkening yard for a few minutes. Everything from the party is pretty much put away; their guests had all cleaned up after themselves after Taylor's clearly calculated remarks about not wanting to leave everything a mess for Miranda. Then Taylor whispers in his ear, "Did I tell you how nice the yard looks?"
Ryan's spent the last few weeks neatening up the various bushes and trees, putting down some fresh mulch, and replacing missing edging bricks. "You did, but I always love compliments," he says. He presses a kiss behind Taylor's ear. "I really didn't do that much. Mostly I mowed the lawn and ripped out some old dead stuff, made it look less like winter shit all over."
Taylor snorts at that. "Still, we could have hired someone to do it. There was a company that came last year and kept everything looking decent over the summer."
Ryan takes a long swallow of beer, then tightens his grip on Hallsy, just slightly. "No, it's my job." 
"Your job, hmm?"
"Yeah." He kisses Hallsy's neck, nosing at the collar of his t-shirt.
Taylor wiggles slightly on his lap. "I can think of a few things that could be your job," he murmurs, taking Ryan's free hand and drawing it towards his crotch. 
"You sure you want to start this outside?" Ryan asks, even as he squeezes Hallsy's cock through his shorts. Taylor groans, pressing his ass back against Ryan's own rapidly growing erection. The chair creaks and they both freeze.
"Maybe this wasn't my best idea," Taylor says, giggling helplessly as he leans back against Ryan. "Is there a weight limit on these chairs? I think there's a weight limit."
Ryan snorts against his shoulder. "We could go in."
"Mmm, no. I have an idea. Wait here."
Hallsy's up and into the house before Ryan's body registers he's gone. Ryan adjusts his dick in his jeans and thinks idly about s'mores until Hallsy comes back dressed in sweats, dragging pillows and sleeping bags he must have had somewhere, tripping over blankets and sheets that look to be cannibalized from the guest room. He dumps it all on the deck. "Now we can stay out here," he says, grinning.
"If we're fucking around out here and then sleeping, I'm getting into pajamas first," Ryan replies, finishing his beer. He gets up and moves the chair out of the way. "Too old to sleep in sex-gross jeans."
"Hurry up then, old man."
"The temperature's gonna drop overnight," Ryan warns, because it is, and they're going to be cold. Well, Ryan's going to be cold. Taylor apparently doesn't care.
"Then I'll drag this shit inside." Taylor grins as he says it. 
Ryan raises his hands in defeat. Then he goes inside to change, but not before squeezing Hallsy's ass as he walks past. 
Taylor's got a whole fort set up when he gets back, propped up with the deck chairs and cushions from the benches. He's inside of it, his hair just visible through a gap in the sheets. Ryan stops in the doorway of the house to gawk. "Wow, Hallsy."
"It's pretty warm in here. You should join me."
"I hope we both fit," he laughs, but drops down to his knees to crawl inside. Hallsy found some flashlights somewhere, so there's a dim light, and Ryan can see him smiling. They do both fit, with a little extra room left. Taylor presses a soft kiss under his ear, making Ryan shiver slightly. 
"I saw the invitation on the fridge," Taylor whispers. Ryan stuck it up with a magnet earlier so he wouldn't lose it. "Unless the schedule is drastically different this year, I should be able to go."
Ryan slides a hand up under his shirt. "Good. But you know they'll try to make one of us catch the bouquet."
"I'm okay with that." Taylor kisses the same spot again. "I'm glad you have friends outside of hockey, Whit."
"All part of trying to be an adult," Ryan chuckles, moving so he can lean over Hallsy and push his shirt up. "We should stop talking about other people now, though," he says, dragging his thumb over Taylor's nipples one at a time. "And you should take your cock out like you were going to before."
Hallsy shudders hard at that. He hurries to push his sweatpants out of the way while Ryan watches. The air trapped around them is starting to turn slightly humid from their breath as Taylor frees his erection. His face is pink and he blushes even harder as Ryan looks at his cock. 
"You like me looking at you?" Ryan asks. He feels sort of flushed himself.
"I like anything so long as it's you doing it," Taylor replies, and Ryan has to kiss him at that, hard and desperate. And he has to get his hand around Hallsy, jerking him tight and fast until Taylor is moaning almost continuously. Then he stops, makes sure Taylor is watching him glassy-eyed as he deliberately looks down at Taylor's dick again. 
"Whit," Hallsy breathes. He twitches. His cock is red and wet at the tip. Ryan wants to put his mouth there. "Ryan. Ryan."
"Let me look," Ryan whispers. "Gotta get my fill, for when you're gone again."
Taylor rubs his shoulders back against the blankets. "I'll send you SnapChats. Just touch me now."
Ryan hums like he's considering it, sliding his hand up Taylor's thigh. He's so hard it hurts, but he loves seeing Hallsy like this, not even undressed but completely filthy. One of the flashlights flickers, reducing the visible light inside the sheets even more. Shadows play over Taylor's face. Outside, Ryan can hear birds singing, their pets still chasing each other, the pop and hiss of the wood still burning in the fire pit. 
"I love you so much it scares me sometimes," he says suddenly.
Hallsy makes a quiet sound and pulls Ryan down by the front of his shirt, knocking their mouths together, working his teeth over Ryan's bottom lip until it's throbbing in time with the beat of Ryan's heart. Then Taylor's whispering in a rush, "Love you so much that it hasn't stopped scaring me. And I don't want it to. That's how I know I don't want anyone else. That I won't want anyone else."
Ryan looks at him and Taylor meets his gaze without wavering. "I want you to be here every day when I get home," Taylor says.
"I want to be here every day. And I will be."
"Good." Hallsy kisses him again, less frantic this time. "We can go back to the sex now," he says, and Ryan starts to laugh. He laughs so hard he has to put his forehead against Taylor's shoulder and gasp stupidly a few times until he can finally get a full lungful of air, while Hallsy shakes with his own laughter underneath Ryan, twitching every time Ryan brushes against his cock.
"You're so terrible," Ryan informs him when he can finally speak. He mouths at Hallsy's neck, tasting salt and smoke and beer. "The worst boyfriend ever. I don't know why I'm so into you."
"You love it," Taylor says smugly, and Ryan does. With warm hands and a smile, Taylor pushes him downward, towards his cock, and Ryan goes.
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          End Notes

          - I plotted this story at rsadelle's urging while we vacationed together, and didn't intend to actually write it. Then I realized what I planned to write for Camp NaNoWriMo's April edition was nowhere near organized enough, and ended up with this.
- Everything I know about the video game played in this story I learned from one five-minute YouTube video that I watched on mute, so it's all probably wrong.
- I have no idea if you can make music shakers the way Ryan and Lauren do. I really didn't want to spend more than two minutes Googling it.
- I saw the San Antonio Rampage play a few months ago, and I'm like 97% sure Ryan Whitney hates his life. It's clear he still wants to play hockey, but his feet are too fucked to ever again play like he did in his prime. Unless he gets robot feet. No, I'm not writing that. No, you can't talk me into it.
- Thank-you's: To Ruth for the edit and being my cheerleader. Everyone on twitter who offered suggestions, ideas and tweeted at me any time Ryan Whitney did anything.
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