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Friendship In Retrospect

    by HH_Arrow

      Summary

      Cliff Marleau gets assigned to keep the new Russian rookie out of trouble. Fifteen years later, he gives a speech at Ilya's wedding.



      Notes

        Feb 12 2026:
On February 10th, 2026, a school shooting in Tumbler Ridge, British Columbia killed at least eight people and injured dozens more. This is the worst school shooting in Canada since the École Polytechnique massacre in 1989.
I don't think I am allowed to directly link to fundraisers, but if you search for the Tumbler Ridge family support fund, please consider donating if you're able.
If you can't donate, I'm asking you to pay attention to something else: what happens next.
This is going to get ugly politically. The Conservative party in Canada has no values—they will use this tragedy to attack vulnerable communities who are already fighting for respect and survival. They will try to make you afraid. They will try to make you angry at the wrong people. They will try to divide us because division serves them.
Canada has a history of coming together in tragedy. Humboldt. Fort McMurray. The Quebec City mosque shooting. We show up for each other. We don't let grief be weaponized.
Please think critically about the coverage you see in the coming weeks. Ask yourself who benefits from the narrative being pushed. Ask yourself who's trying to turn mourning into hatred.

If you are the two people who subscribed to me for the clone wars meta about the Vietnam war; so sorry queens, still isn't done.

Everyone else: you gave me enough dopamine to do another one.


        
          See the end of the work for more notes
        



  






    






Friendship In Retrospect

    
      The locker room was loud with it, had been for days, really,
ever since the draft. Rozanov. Number one pick. The Russian kid who was
supposed to turn everything around, save the franchise, drag them out of the
basement of the league through sheer talent and willpower.
"Did you see his highlights?" St. Simone was
practically bouncing. "The hands on this kid. Unreal."
"He's eighteen," Connors said, but he was smiling
too. "Give him a minute before you start planning the parade."
"I'm just saying. Number one pick. We haven't had a
number one pick since—"
"Ever," someone else cut in. "We've never had
a number one pick."
The energy was infectious. Cliff found himself half-smiling,
caught up in it despite himself. Two years in, he was still young enough to get
excited about this stuff; still new enough that the promise of a star felt like
it meant something for him too. A rising tide, all that.
"Marleau."
Coach's voice cut through the noise. Cliff looked up to find
him standing by the door to his office, jerking his head in a clear come
here gesture.
A few guys glanced over. Cliff shrugged like he didn't know
what it was about, because he didn't, and crossed the room.
The office was small and smelled like old coffee. Coach
closed the door behind them, which was never a great sign.
"You're going to be on Rozanov," Coach said. No
preamble.
Cliff blinked. "On him how?"
"He's eighteen. Doesn't speak much English. New
country, new league, lots of pressure." Coach leaned against his desk,
arms crossed. "He's a bit of a hothead. Keep him out of the news off
ice."
Cliff waited for the rest. The explanation for why him,
specifically. The acknowledgment that he was twenty years old and barely not a
rookie himself.
It didn't come.
"Okay," he said.
Coach nodded like that settled it. "Good. He flies inThursday."
Cliff stood there for a second, waiting for more.
Instructions, maybe. Guidance. Something beyond keep him out of the news
like that was a simple task, like managing an eighteen-year-old hothead in a
new country was something Cliff had any experience doing.
Coach was already looking at his computer.
"That's it?" Cliff asked.
"That's it." Coach didn't look up. "Close the
door on your way out."
Cliff closed the door on his way out.
The locker room was still buzzing when he got back, St.
Simone doing an impression of some goal Rozanov had scored in the Prospect Cup,
complete with sound effects. Connors caught Cliff's eye and raised an eyebrow everything
okay? Cliff nodded, dropped onto the bench in front of his stall, and
started unlacing his skates like it was the most interesting task in the world.
Rozanov. He was going to be on Rozanov.
He didn't even know what that meant, exactly. Make sure he
showed up to practice? Translate for him? Keep him from punching reporters? All
of the above?
Two years in and Cliff was still fighting for his place on
this team; still trying to prove he was more than muscle with decent defensive
instincts. He had his own shit to figure out. His own career to build.
And now he was supposed to babysit the number one pick.
He's a bit of a hothead.
Great. That was just great.
Thursday. Rozanov flew in Thursday.
Cliff pulled his skate off and tried not to feel like he'd
just been handed someone else's problem.


Rozanov was taller than Cliff expected.
He didn't know why that surprised him he'd seen the stats,
knew the guy was six-two, had watched enough highlight reels to have a sense of
how he moved on the ice. But there was something about seeing him in person,
standing in the middle of the locker room like he'd been there for years, that
made Cliff recalibrate.
Eighteen. The kid was eighteen.
He didn't look eighteen.
"Rozanov!" St. Simone was already on him, slinging
an arm around his shoulders like they were old friends. "The man himself.
You ready to save this franchise or what?"
Rozanov's grin was immediate, easy. "I am ready to try.
You are ready to pass me puck, yes?"
The room laughed. Rozanov's accent was thick, his syntax a
little off, but the delivery was perfect just the right amount of cocky, just
the right amount of self-aware. He knew how to land a joke.
"Oh, I like this kid," St. Simone announced to the
room. "This kid's gonna fit right in."
Rozanov beamed. It was a good smile bright, warm, the kind
that made you want to smile back. He had the whole room eating out of his hand
within thirty seconds of walking through the door.
Cliff watched from his stall, half-dressed, as Rozanov made
his way around the room. Handshakes, backslaps, names repeated back with
careful attention. Connors. Chara. Lucic. He said each one like he was
memorizing it, like these names mattered, like they mattered. Guys who'd
been skeptical about the hype were nodding along, won over by the sheer force
of Rozanov's attention.
He was good at this. Better than most rookies, who either
shrank into the walls or overcorrected into obnoxious. Rozanov walked the line
like he'd been practising.
Maybe he had. Maybe that was what you learned, growing up in
the Russian hockey system how to perform, how to charm, how to survive a room
full of strangers who held your future in their hands.
He's a bit of a hothead.
This was a hothead? The guy was working the room like a
politician.
Cliff turned back to his stall, reaching for his skates. Not
his problem yet. The kid could glad-hand his way through introductions without
a babysitter.
"Marleau."
Cliff looked up. Rozanov was standing in front of him, hand
extended, that easy grin still in place.
"Cliff," he said, shaking it. "Welcome to
Boston."
"Cliff," Rozanov repeated, like he was committing
it to memory. His grip was firm, confident the handshake of someone who'd been
taught that handshakes mattered. "Thank you. Is good to be here. Very...
exciting."
He said exciting like he'd had to search for the
word, a brief flicker of concentration before he landed on it. But his smile
didn't falter. The performance didn't break.
Up close, Cliff could see the flight still on him the slight
redness around the eyes, the tension in his jaw that didn't quite match the
relaxed shoulders. There was product in his hair, carefully styled, but his
skin had that dull, dehydrated look of too many hours in recycled air.
"Long flight?" Cliff asked.
"Very long. But I am not tired." Rozanov's grin
widened, conspiratorial. "Too much... how you say... adrenaline?"
"Yeah, that'll wear off."
"Then I sleep. But now " Rozanov spread his hands,
gesturing at the room, at the stalls, at the logo on the wall. "Now I meet
my new family."
Family. The word landed strangely. Cliff couldn't
tell if it was a translation thing, if family was just the word Rozanov
had grabbed because team wasn't coming to him, or if he actually meant
it. If this was how he thought of it walking into a room full of strangers and
deciding they were his.
Either way, it was a lot. Eighteen years old and already
talking about family like it was something you could just claim.
"Rozanov!" Connors called from across the room.
"Come here, I want to show you something."
Rozanov's head turned toward the voice, and for just a
second less than a second something shifted in his face. The smile stayed in
place, but his eyes went somewhere else. Calculating. Tracking. Making sure he
knew where the voice was coming from, who else was watching, what the right
move was.
Then it was gone. The warmth flooded back in, easy as
breathing, and Rozanov clapped Cliff on the shoulder like they'd known each
other for years.
"Good to meet you, Cliff."
"Yeah. You too."
"We talk more later, yes? You tell me—" Rozanov
waved a hand vaguely. "Good places to eat. Where not to go. Important
things."
"Sure," Cliff said. "I can do that."
"Good. Good." Another shoulder clap, firmer this
time, like they'd just sealed a deal. "I see you."
And then he was gone, moving on to Connors, to the next
handshake, the next smile, the next person to charm. Cliff watched him
go watched the way he adapted to each interaction, matching energy, reading the
room, giving everyone exactly what they wanted from him.
It was impressive, actually. Seamless. The kind of social
performance that most people couldn't pull off in their native language, let
alone their second or third.
But there'd been that flicker. That half-second where the
mask had slipped, or maybe not slipped just thinned. Enough for Cliff to
see something underneath. Not fear, exactly. Not exhaustion.
Something more like... vigilance. Like Rozanov was keeping
track of a hundred things at once, running calculations behind that easy smile.
Cliff didn't have a word for it. Wasn't sure it meant
anything. The kid was jet-lagged and nervous and in a new country where he
barely spoke the language of course he was on high alert. That was normal. That
was survival.
He shook it off. Finished lacing his skates. Tried not to
think about the fact that this was his responsibility now keeping track of Ilya
Rozanov, making sure he stayed out of trouble, managing whatever hothead
meant when it came wrapped in that much charm.
Across the room, Rozanov laughed at something Connors said.
The sound was bright, easy, infectious. A couple of guys nearby laughed too,
pulled in by the gravity of it.
He's good, Cliff thought. He's really good at
this.
He wasn't sure yet if that was a compliment or a warning.


The first time Cliff's phone buzzed at 2 AM, he ignored it.
The second time, he answered with a groan and a "this
better be important."
"Cliff!" Ilya's voice was too loud, the background
noise a wall of bass and shouting. "Cliff, you are needing to come get
me."
"It's two in the morning."
"Yes, I know this. I am telling you the time."
"Why can't you take a cab?"
"Because—" A pause. Some shuffling. Someone yelled
something in the background that Cliff couldn't make out. "Because I am
maybe in small fight. And cab will not come if there is fighting."
Cliff stared at his ceiling. He'd been asleep for exactly
forty-five minutes.
"Where are you?"
Ilya gave him an address that was definitely not in a good
part of town.
"Don't move," Cliff said. "And stop
fighting."
"I am not fighting now. Fighting is over." A beat.
"I am winning, though."
Cliff hung up and pulled on pants.


It became a pattern.
Not every night Ilya wasn't that bad. But often enough that
Cliff stopped being surprised when his phone lit up in the small hours. Ilya at
a club. Ilya at a bar. Ilya at a house party that had gotten out of hand. Ilya
needing a ride, needing backup, needing someone to pull him out of whatever
stupid situation he'd wandered into.
"You have my number," Cliff said one night,
dragging Ilya toward his car while Ilya waved cheerfully at the bouncer who'd
just thrown him out. "You have like thirty teammates. Why is it always
me?"
Ilya considered this with the careful focus of the very
drunk. "Because you always answer."
"That's not a reason."
"Is best reason." Ilya slung an arm around Cliff's
shoulders, leaning heavily. "You are good friend, Cliff. Best friend. I am
telling everyone this."
"We're not friends. I'm your babysitter."
"Babysitter, friend, same thing." Ilya grinned at
him, sloppy and bright. "You are coming to get me. Every time. This is
what friends do."
Cliff shoved him into the passenger seat and slammed the
door.
But he didn't correct him.


The thing was, Ilya wasn't mean about it. He wasn't
demanding, wasn't entitled. He called Cliff because Cliff answered, and he was
genuinely grateful every time effusive, even, in that over-the-top way he had
when he'd been drinking.
"You are best," he'd say, sprawled in Cliff's
passenger seat, head lolling against the window. "Best teammate. Best
person. I am very lucky."
"You're very drunk."
"Both things can be true."
And Cliff would drive him home, make sure he got inside,
leave water and Advil on the nightstand. The bare minimum. The job he'd been
assigned.
But somewhere along the way, he stopped resenting it.
Ilya was annoying. Ilya was loud and reckless and had no
concept of appropriate hours for phone calls. But he was also—
Cliff didn't have a word for it. Fun, maybe? Alive in a way
that was hard to look away from. When Ilya walked into a room, you noticed.
When he laughed, you wanted to know what was funny. He had this energy, this
magnetism, that made people orbit around him whether they meant to or not.
And underneath all the bravado, there was something almost
sweet about him. The way he remembered everyone's name. The way he asked about
Cliff's sister, his parents, his life outside hockey. The way he'd show up to
practice after a night of drinking and still outwork everyone on the ice, like
he had something to prove.
He was a lot. But he was a lot in a way that Cliff was
starting to find more interesting than exhausting.


"Why do you do this?" Cliff asked one night.
They were parked outside Ilya's apartment. It was 3 AM. Ilya
had almost gotten into a fight with some guy twice his size over a girl neither
of them actually knew, and Cliff had physically hauled him out of the bar
before it could escalate.
Ilya blinked at him. "Do what?"
"This." Cliff gestured vaguely. "The clubs.
The drinking. The—" He waved a hand. "All of it."
Ilya was quiet for a moment. In the dim light from the
streetlamp, he looked younger than usual. Tired.
"Is fun," he said finally.
"Is it?"
"Yes." But something flickered across his face.
There and gone. "Is what you do, yes? When you are young. When you have
money. You go out. You have fun."
"There's fun and there's—" Cliff stopped. He
didn't know how to finish the sentence. Didn't know what he was trying to say.
Ilya watched him. Waiting.
"Never mind," Cliff said. "Just try not to
get punched next time."
"I never get punched. I am too fast." Ilya
grinned, the heaviness gone as quickly as it had appeared. "You want to
come in? I have vodka. Good vodka, from home."
"It's 3 AM."
"So? You are already awake."
Cliff should have said no. Should have gone home, gotten
what little sleep he could before practice.
"One drink," he said.
Ilya's grin widened. "One drink. Yes. This is what I am
saying."
It was not one drink.


They were at some bar St. Simone had picked not a club, just
a regular place with decent beer and a TV showing highlights. A handful of them
had gone out after practice, nothing serious. Ilya was on his second drink,
relaxed, laughing at something Connors had said.
The TV switched to a Montreal game. Hollander on the screen,
weaving through defenders, that effortless skating style that made everything
look easy.
"Fucking Hollander," someone at the next table
said. Loud enough to carry. "Can't believe they're paying that chink what
they're paying him."
Cliff saw Ilya's head turn. Saw the confusion on his
face not anger, not yet. Just genuine incomprehension.
"What is this word?" Ilya asked.
The guy looked over. Smirked. He was big, drunk, wearing a
Bruins shirt like that made them friends. "What, chink? You don't know
what a chink is?"
"No." Ilya's voice was flat. "Tell me."
Cliff should have intervened then. Should have redirected,
made a joke, gotten Ilya out of there. But he didn't read the situation fast
enough thought maybe Ilya was just confused, would let it go once he understood
it wasn't worth it.
The guy laughed. "It's what you call a—" He made a
gesture, pulling at the corners of his eyes. "You know. Like Hollander.
Half-chink, whatever he is."
Ilya was very still.
"Is word for Asian people," he said slowly.
"Bad word."
"I mean, yeah." The guy shrugged, still smirking.
"If you want to be sensitive about it."
Ilya hit him so fast Cliff didn't even see him move.
The guy went down hard, barstool clattering. Ilya was on top
of him before anyone could react, and the sound his fist made against the guy's
face was wet and brutal.
"Ilya—" Cliff grabbed his arm, tried to pull him
back. "Ilya, come on, let's go—"
Ilya shook him off. Didn't even look at him. Just hit the
guy again.
"Jesus Chris—" St. Simone was up now, helping
Cliff grab at Ilya, and it took both of them to drag him off. The guy was
bleeding, nose probably broken, hands up to protect his face.
"We're leaving," Cliff said, hauling Ilya toward
the door. "Right now. Move."
Ilya let himself be pulled this time, but he was still
staring back at the guy, chest heaving, something dark and unfamiliar in his
eyes.
They got thrown out. The bartender yelled something about
calling the cops. St. Simone peeled off to do damage control, smooth things
over, make sure this didn't end up in the papers.
Cliff shoved Ilya into the passenger seat of his car and
slammed the door.
They sat in the parking lot for a long moment. Ilya was
breathing hard, knuckles split and bleeding. He hadn't said a word.
"What the fuck was that?" Cliff finally asked.
Ilya didn't answer.
"Ilya. Hey." Cliff reached over, grabbed his
shoulder. "What the hell just happened in there?"
"He said bad word." Ilya's voice was rough.
"About Hollander."
"I know. I heard. But you—" Cliff shook his head.
"You asked him to explain it. You didn't know what it meant?"
"No." Ilya stared at his bleeding knuckles.
"In Russia, we have different words. For different people. I did not know
this one."
"Okay, so you found out it was a slur and you
just "
"Yes."
Cliff waited for more. It didn't come.
"Ilya, you almost killed that guy."
"He is fine." Ilya's jaw was tight. "He will
think before he says this word again. Maybe."
"That's not—" Cliff stopped. Tried to figure out
how to say what he was thinking. "You don't even like Hollander. You two
hate each other. Every time you play Montreal, you're at each other's
throats."
Ilya was quiet for a moment. When he spoke, his voice was
different. Softer.
"I like playing against Hollander."
"What?"
"He is—" Ilya made a vague gesture with his
injured hand. "Good. Makes me better. Makes hockey fun." He paused.
"Is not fun if people say things like this about him. Is not about hockey
then. Is about—" He stopped. Shook his head. "Stupid shit. Ugly shit.
He does not deserve."
Cliff studied him. There was something here he wasn't
getting. The reaction had been too fast, too violent, too personal for a guy
Ilya supposedly hated.
But Ilya's face had closed off again. The moment of openness
was gone.
"Okay," Cliff said slowly. "So you're weirdly
territorial about your rival. That's—" He didn't have a word for it.
"That's a thing, I guess."
"Is a thing." Ilya almost smiled. "He is best
opponent I have. I do not want people to—" He gestured again. "Ruin
it. Make it about something else."
It wasn't the whole truth. Cliff could feel that, somewhere
in his gut. But Ilya wasn't offering more, and Cliff had learned by now that
pushing didn't work.
"Come on," Cliff said, starting the car.
"Let's get some ice on that hand before it swells up."
"Is fine."
"It's not fine. You're going to need that hand for
practice tomorrow."
Ilya looked down at his knuckles. Something flickered across
his face not regret, exactly. Something more complicated.
"Worth it," he said quietly.
Cliff didn't ask what he meant.


Cliff showed up early to Ilya's apartment by accident.
He'd gotten the time wrong thought they were meeting at
seven, not eight. Ilya had given him a key a few months back, after the fifth
or sixth time Cliff had hauled him home at 2 AM and had to dig through his
pockets for it. "Is easier," Ilya had said, pressing it into his
hand. "You are here all the time anyway."
So Cliff let himself in, expecting to find Ilya getting
ready, maybe yell at him for not being dressed yet.
Instead, he heard the voice.
Ilya was in the kitchen, phone pressed to his ear, speaking
Russian. Cliff didn't understand a word of it, but he understood tone. And
Ilya's tone was 
Patient. Careful. The way you talk to someone who's
confused. Someone who needs things repeated.
"Da, Papa." A pause. "Nyet, ya " Another
pause, longer this time. Ilya's shoulders were tense, his free hand gripping
the counter.
Then the voice on the other end got louder. Cliff could hear
it even from the doorway not the words, but the cadence. Sharp. Angry.
Accusing.
Ilya went still.
He didn't argue back. Didn't defend himself. Just stood
there, taking it, his knuckles white against the countertop. Whatever his
father was saying, Ilya was just... absorbing it. Like a boxer who'd stopped
trying to block the punches.
"Da," Ilya said quietly. "Da, Papa. Ya
ponimayu."
The voice kept going. Ilya closed his eyes.
Cliff didn't move. Didn't breathe. He felt like he was
seeing something he wasn't supposed to see something private and painful that
Ilya had never meant to share.
Finally, the voice on the phone stopped. Ilya said something
soft a goodbye, maybe and hung up.
He stood there for a moment. Phone still in his hand. Head
bowed.
And his face 
Cliff had never seen Ilya look like that. Empty. Hollowed
out. Like someone had reached inside him and scraped out everything that made
him Ilya the noise, the energy, the relentless brightness. What was left
was just... tired. Sad in a way that went down to the bone.
Then Ilya turned and saw Cliff in the doorway.


The mask came back so fast it was almost violent.
"Cliff!" The smile snapped into place, wide and
warm. "You are early. I am not ready give me ten minutes, yes?"
"Yeah." Cliff's voice came out rough. He cleared
his throat. "Yeah, no problem. I got the time wrong."
"Is fine, is fine. You want drink? I have beer, I
have—" Ilya was already moving, opening the fridge, filling the silence
with noise.
Cliff watched him. The performance was seamless if he hadn't
seen what came before, he'd never know anything was wrong.
But he had seen it. And he couldn't unsee it.
"Who was on the phone?" The question came out
before he could stop it.
Ilya's hands paused on the beer bottle. Just for a second.
"My father," he said lightly. "He is—" A
small shrug. "Old. Confused sometimes. He forgets things."
"Oh." Cliff accepted the beer Ilya handed him.
"That's hard."
"Is fine." Ilya's smile didn't waver. "He is
in Russia, I am here. Not much I can do, yes? So." Another shrug. "Is
fine."
It wasn't fine. Cliff knew it wasn't fine. The look on
Ilya's face before he'd noticed Cliff was there that wasn't fine.
But Ilya was already moving on, talking about where they
should go for dinner, what the plan was for the night. Filling every corner of
the room with words so there wasn't space for questions.
Cliff let him.
He didn't ask what his father had said. Didn't push for
details. Didn't try to make Ilya talk about something he clearly didn't want to
talk about.
He just sat on Ilya's couch, drank his beer, and let Ilya
perform for him.
It felt wrong. It felt like he was failing some kind of
test like a real friend would push, would demand honesty, would refuse to let
Ilya hide.
But Cliff had learned something about Ilya over the past
year. You didn't grab at him. You didn't corner him. If you pushed too hard,
he'd bolt not physically, but somewhere inside himself, to a place you couldn't
reach.
So you waited. You let him come to you. You stayed close
enough that he knew you were there, and you trusted that someday, maybe, he'd
be ready to let you in.
Cliff stayed for dinner. Stayed for drinks after. Stayed
until Ilya was laughing again, loose and easy, the shadow from the phone call
buried somewhere deep.
He didn't mention it again.
But he didn't forget it either.


When Cliff was fourteen, his sister started feeding a stray
cat.
It showed up on their back porch one October; a scrappy
orange thing with a torn ear and suspicious eyes. Caitlyn put out a bowl of
food and sat on the steps, perfectly still, while the cat watched her from
behind the garbage cans.
"You can't just grab it," she told Cliff, when he
asked why she didn't go catch it. "It doesn't trust people. You have to
let it come to you."
It took three weeks. Three weeks of Caitlyn sitting on the
porch every evening, not moving, not reaching, just being there. And slowly,
inch by inch, the cat crept closer. By November, it was eating from the bowl
while she sat five feet away. By December, it would let her hand hang near it
while it ate not touching, just present.
Cliff got impatient.
He didn't mean to, he just wanted to help. The cat was right
there, and it was cold outside, and he thought if he could just pick it up and
bring it inside, it would understand they were trying to help.
He still had the scar on his wrist. Thin and white now, but
he remembered the blood, the yowling, the way the cat had launched itself off
the porch and disappeared into the dark.
It didn't come back for two months.
Caitlyn had to start over from scratch. More food, more
patience, more sitting still in the cold. And eventually, the cat came back. Not
to Cliff, never to Cliff, but to her. It lived on their porch for six more
years, never quite tame, never quite wild. It would let Caitlyn sit next to it.
Let her hand rest near its fur, sometimes. But it never came inside. Never
curled up in anyone's lap. Never became a housecat.
Some creatures couldn't be caught. You had to let them come
to you, on their terms, in their own time. And if you fucked up if you reached
too fast, pushed too hard you didn't get a second chance.
Cliff thought about that cat a lot, after the phone call
with Ilya's father.
He thought about the scar on his wrist. About what happened
when you tried to grab something that wasn't ready to be held.
And he thought about Ilya charming, performing, hiding
something underneath and made a decision.
He wouldn't push. He wouldn't grab. He would sit on the
porch and wait, for as long as it took, and trust that someday Ilya would come
to him.
It was the only way this worked.


The news came out of Russia in June.
Cliff didn't pay much attention to international politics he
had enough to worry about with hockey and his own life. But this was
everywhere. Headlines, think pieces, people arguing about it on TV. Russia had
passed a law. Something about "gay propaganda." Something about
protecting children from Cliff wasn't even sure what. The coverage made it
sound bad, but distant. A problem for other people, in another country.
He didn't think about Ilya until practice the next day.
Ilya was there. On time, dressed, going through the motions.
But something was off. He was quiet in a way Cliff had never seen before not
the post-phone-call silence, not the tired withdrawal after too many nights
out. This was something else. Something locked down tight.
"You good?" Cliff asked, skating up beside him
during drills.
"Fine." Ilya didn't look at him. "Just
tired."
He wasn't tired. Cliff knew what tired looked like on Ilya.
This wasn't it.
But Ilya was already skating away, and Cliff let him go.


It got worse over the next few weeks.
Ilya stopped going out. Stopped answering texts. Showed up
to practice, did his job, and disappeared. The other guys noticed of course
they noticed but no one said anything. What was there to say? Russia was in the
news, Ilya was Russian, something was clearly wrong. The math wasn't hard.
"Think he's got family over there?" St. Simone
asked Cliff one day, low enough that no one else could hear.
"I don't know." Cliff realized, with a jolt of
shame, that he didn't actually know much about Ilya's family at all. The father
who called sometimes. A brother, maybe. He'd never asked for details, and Ilya
had never offered.
"Should someone talk to him?"
Cliff looked across the locker room. Ilya was sitting in his
stall, fully dressed, staring at nothing. His face was blank. Empty.
"I don't think he wants to talk," Cliff said.
"Yeah." St. Simone followed his gaze. "Yeah,
probably not."


Cliff found him in the parking lot after practice, a few
days later. Ilya was sitting in his car, engine off, just... sitting. Staring
at the steering wheel.
Cliff knocked on the window.
Ilya startled. Looked up. For a second, his face was
completely unguarded raw and hurt in a way that made Cliff's chest ache just
seeing it. Then the mask slid back into place.
He rolled down the window. "Cliff. What."
"You've been MIA."
"I am here every day."
"You know what I mean."
Ilya was quiet for a moment. His hands were tight on the
steering wheel, knuckles white.
"Home is worse," he said finally. "Things in
Russia. Is worse now."
"I saw the news."
"Then you know." Ilya's voice was flat. "Is
not good place. Was never good place. But now " He stopped. Shook his
head. "Does not matter. I am here. They are there. Nothing I can do."
Cliff leaned against the car door. "You want to talk
about it?"
"No."
"Okay." Cliff didn't move. "You want company?
We could get food. Watch something stupid on TV."
Ilya looked at him. There was something in his eyes a
flicker of something desperate, almost hopeful. Like he wanted to say yes. Like
he wanted to let Cliff in.
Then it was gone.
"Not tonight," Ilya said. "I am tired. Need
sleep."
Cliff's hand went to his wrist without thinking. The scar
was barely visible now, just a thin white line, but he could still feel it.
Don't grab. Don't push. Let him come to you.
"Okay." Cliff stepped back from the car.
"Call me if you change your mind."
"I will not change mind."
"Call me anyway."
Ilya almost smiled. Almost. "You are very
stubborn."
"Learned from the best."


Cliff went home that night and read about the law.
He'd skimmed the headlines before enough to get the gist.
Russia didn't want people talking about gay stuff to kids. It sounded stupid
and backwards, but it was Russia. What did you expect?
But now he read deeper. Read about what
"propaganda" actually meant under the law any positive mention of gay
relationships. Any acknowledgment that gay people existed and weren't monsters.
Read about the fines, the arrests, the violence that had spiked since the law
passed. Read about people being beaten in the streets while cops watched.
Read about what it meant to be gay in Russia. What it had
always meant, even before the law made it worse.
He sat with his phone in his hand for a long time after
that.
He thought about Ilya. About the way he'd flinched when
Russia came up in conversation. The way he'd gone quiet and distant. The way
he'd said home is worse like it was personal. Like it hurt him
specifically, not just in a general patriotic way.
He thought about the women. The endless parade of them. The
way Ilya performed heterosexuality like his life depended on it.
He thought about the phone calls with his father. The things
Ilya never said about his family.
He thought about a lot of things.
And then he put his phone down and didn't think about them
anymore. Because thinking about them meant naming them, and naming them meant
asking, and asking meant 
He didn't know what asking would mean. But he knew, with a
certainty he couldn't explain, that it would break something. That Ilya would
run so fast and so far that Cliff would never catch him.
So he didn't ask.
He showed up to practice the next day and talked about
hockey. He texted Ilya stupid memes and didn't mention Russia. He invited him
to dinner and didn't push when Ilya said no.
He stayed close. He didn't grab.
And slowly, over weeks, Ilya came back. Not all the
way there was something different now, something guarded that hadn't been there
before. But he started going out again. Started laughing again. Started being Ilya
again, or at least the version of Ilya that he let people see.
Cliff pretended not to notice the difference.
It was the only thing he could do.


The All-Star weekend was always a circus.
Cliff wasn't an All-Star never had been, probably never
would be but Ilya was, which meant Cliff got roped into the surrounding events
anyway. Sponsors wanted photos. The league wanted content. And Ilya, ever the
captain, wanted backup.
"You come with me," Ilya had said, like it wasn't
a request. "These things are boring alone."
"I'm not an All-Star."
"You are my friend. Is same thing."
It wasn't the same thing, but Cliff went anyway.
The event was some kind of cocktail reception suits and
dresses, open bar, league executives pretending to be interested in players
they couldn't name. Ilya moved through the room like he'd been born to it,
shaking hands, making small talk, deploying that charm Cliff had watched him
develop over years.
His English was nearly flawless now. Only the faintest
accent remained, and even that he could dial up or down depending on the
audience. He'd come a long way from the kid who'd asked Cliff to explain what chink
meant.
Cliff stayed near the bar, nursing a drink, watching Ilya
work the room. It was impressive, honestly. The way he remembered names, asked
the right questions, made everyone feel like they had his full attention.
Then Cliff saw him go still.


It was a small group Ilya, two sponsors in expensive suits,
and a player Cliff vaguely recognized from one of the Western Conference teams.
They'd been laughing about something, easy and relaxed.
But Ilya wasn't laughing now.
Cliff drifted closer, trying to look casual. He caught the
tail end of what the Western Conference guy was saying.
" just saying, you can't even tell with Hollander half
the time. Like, what is he? I can never figure out if it's the eyes or "
"Hollander is Canadian," Ilya said.
His voice was pleasant. Conversational. But Cliff had known
him for five years now, and he heard the steel underneath.
The other player blinked. "I mean, yeah, obviously, but
you know what I mean. His face is "
"His face is his face." Ilya smiled. It didn't
reach his eyes. "He is very talented player. Best I play against. I am
always impressed by his skill."
"Sure, I'm not saying he's not good, I'm just "
"I think perhaps we are talking about different
things." Ilya's voice was still pleasant, but something in his posture had
shifted. He seemed taller suddenly. More solid. "I am talking about
hockey. About respect for fellow players." He paused. "What are you
talking about?"
The other player's mouth opened. Closed.
The sponsors looked uncomfortable. One of them laughed
nervously. "Rozanov, always so serious about the competition "
"Yes." Ilya turned that smile on him. "Very
serious. Hockey is serious business. We are all professionals here, yes? We
talk about professional things. Skill. Talent. Work ethic." Another pause.
"Not faces."
The silence stretched.
"Right," the Western Conference player said
finally. His voice was smaller now. "Yeah, no, of course. I didn't
mean "
"I know." Ilya clapped him on the shoulder a
gesture that looked friendly but landed heavy. "Is easy to say wrong thing
at these events. So many people, so much talking. We all make mistakes."
It was a dismissal. A graceful one, wrapped in plausible
deniability, but a dismissal nonetheless.
The player muttered something about getting another drink
and disappeared. The sponsors made excuses shortly after.
Ilya stood alone for a moment, his back to Cliff. His
shoulders rose and fell once a deep breath, carefully controlled.
Then he turned, saw Cliff watching, and raised an eyebrow.
"You are spying on me now?"
"Just enjoying the show." Cliff walked over to
him. "That was smooth."
"What was smooth?"
"Don't play dumb. I saw that."
Ilya shrugged. Picked up his drink from a nearby table.
"He was saying stupid things. I helped him stop."
"Without throwing a single punch."
"I am captain now. Captains do not throw punches at
All-Star events." Ilya's mouth quirked. "Bad for brand."
Cliff studied him. Five years ago, Ilya would have put that
guy through a wall. Now he'd dismantled him with words and a smile, so cleanly
that the guy probably wouldn't even realize he'd been handled until he was
lying awake at 3 AM replaying the conversation.
"You've gotten good at that," Cliff said.
"At what?"
"At branding."
Ilya laughed. It almost sounded real. "Is useful skill.
I have good teachers."
Across the room, Cliff caught a glimpse of Shane
Hollander talking to someone from Montreal's front office, completely unaware
of what had just happened. Of what Ilya had just done for him.
"Does Hollander know?" Cliff asked. "How much
you "
He stopped. He wasn't sure how to finish the sentence. How
much you defend him. How much you care. How much this rivalry of yours isn't
what everyone thinks it is.
Ilya followed his gaze. Something flickered across his
face there and gone.
"Hollander and I understand each other," he said.
"Is enough."
It wasn't an answer. But Cliff had learned a long time ago
not to push.
"Come," Ilya said, turning away from where Shane
stood. "Let's find food. These events always have terrible food, but I am
hungry anyway."
Cliff followed him.
He didn't ask any more questions.


Cliff didn't make the Olympic team.
It stung, but he'd made his peace with it. He wasn't that
guy wasn't the star, wasn't the flashy pick. He was a solid player on a good
team, and sometimes that wasn't enough for the national stage. He watched the
roster announcements, nodded when his name wasn't on it, and moved on.
Ilya made the Russian team. Of course he did. He was their
guy one of the best players in the world, born and trained in the Russian
system, the kind of name that sold jerseys and drew cameras.
"You excited?" Cliff asked, a few days before Ilya
was set to leave.
Ilya's smile was strange. Tight at the edges. "Is great
honour. Playing for Russia."
"That's not what I asked."
Ilya looked at him for a moment. Something flickered behind
his eyes something Cliff couldn't read.
"I am excited," Ilya said. "Of course."
He didn't sound excited. He sounded like a man walking
toward something he couldn't avoid.
Cliff watched the Olympics from his couch.
It was strange, seeing Ilya in a different jersey. The
Russian red instead of Boston's black and gold. He looked the same on the
ice fast, skilled, dangerous but there was something off about his body
language. A tension that didn't translate through the TV screen but that Cliff
could feel anyway, because he knew Ilya. Knew what relaxed looked like on him,
and this wasn't it.
He texted after the first game: Good game. You looked
solid out there.
No response.
He texted after the second game: That assist was filthy.
Classic Rozanov.
Nothing.
He tried calling once, late at night Boston time, which
meant early morning in Sochi. It went straight to voicemail.
Hey. Just checking in. Let me know you're okay.
Ilya didn't let him know.
Russia lost in the quarterfinals.
Cliff watched it happen watched the Finnish team celebrate
while the Russian players stood stunned on the ice. The cameras found Ilya's
face, and Cliff felt something twist in his chest.
He'd seen Ilya lose before. Seen him angry, frustrated,
ready to fight. But this was different. Ilya's face was blank. Empty. Like
something had been scraped out of him.
The commentators talked about what a disappointment it was.
How Russia had been favoured. How this would sting for the home team, losing on
home ice.
They didn't know the half of it.
Cliff texted: I'm sorry. That's brutal.
He texted: Call me when you can.
He texted: I'm here.
Ilya didn't respond to any of them.
Ilya came back to Boston three days later.
Cliff picked him up at the airport. It was late, the
terminal mostly empty, and Ilya emerged from customs looking like he hadn't
slept in a week. Grey under the eyes. Shoulders tight. Moving like every step
cost him something.
"Hey," Cliff said. "Welcome back."
Ilya nodded. Didn't smile. "Thank you. For picking
up."
"Of course." Cliff grabbed his bag before Ilya
could protest. "You want to get food? Talk about "
"No."
The word was sharp. Final.
Cliff looked at him. Ilya's jaw was set, his eyes fixed on
some middle distance.
"Okay," Cliff said carefully. "We don't have
to talk."
"I do not want to talk about Olympics." Ilya's
voice was flat. "I do not want to talk about Russia. I do not want to talk
about " He stopped. Breathed. "I want to play hockey. I want to win
Cup. This is all."
Cliff studied him for a moment. There was something
underneath the flatness something raw and wounded that Ilya was holding down
through sheer force of will.
He could push. Could ask what happened over there, what Ilya
wasn't saying, why he'd gone radio silent for two weeks.
He didn't.
"Okay," Cliff said. "Let's go win a
Cup."
Ilya played like a man possessed.
That was the only way to describe it. From the moment he got
back, something shifted. He was always good one of the best in the league but
this was different. This was Ilya playing like hockey was the only thing
keeping him alive.
He was first on the ice and last off. He demanded more from
everyone from himself most of all. In games, he was everywhere, racking up
points, driving plays, refusing to let them lose. In practice, he pushed until
guys were cursing at him, then pushed harder.
"What's gotten into Rozanov?" one of the rookies
asked Cliff, after a particularly brutal practice.
Cliff watched Ilya across the locker room. He was sitting in
his stall, head bowed, still breathing hard. Alone even in a room full of
people.
"I don't know," Cliff said. "But don't get in
his way."
They tore through the rest of the regular season. Made the
playoffs as a top seed. Won the first round in five games, the second in six.
Ilya was the obvious choice for playoff MVP - everyone knew
it before they'd even made the finals. He accepted the interviews, the
attention, the praise with that familiar easy smile but Cliff saw the cracks
now. Saw the way Ilya's eyes went flat when the cameras turned off. The way he
disappeared into himself between games.
Whatever had happened in Sochi whatever Ilya was running
from he was outrunning it through sheer velocity. And dragging the whole team
with him.
They won the Cup in game six.
The final buzzer sounded and the arena exploded. Cliff found
himself buried in a pile of teammates, screaming, laughing, crying all of it at
once. Years of work, years of hoping, and they'd done it. They'd actually done
it.
And then Ilya was there.
He came off the ice with his arms open, grabbing guys,
pulling them close. "I love you," he was saying, to everyone, over
and over. "I love you, I love you." His voice was cracking, his eyes
bright with tears.
Cliff watched him. Watched the way Ilya held onto each
teammate like he was drowning and they were solid ground. Watched the raw,
desperate joy on his face.
It looked like celebration. It looked like a captain who
loved his team, finally getting everything he'd worked for.
But Cliff knew Ilya. And underneath the joy, he saw
something else.
Relief. Ilya looked relieved.
Like he'd been holding his breath since Sochi, and only
now with the Cup in his hands, with his team around him, with something finally
going right could he let himself exhale.
"Hey," Cliff said, when Ilya reached him. "We
did it."
Ilya grabbed him. Pulled him into a hug so tight it hurt.
"We did it," Ilya said into his shoulder. His
voice was shaking. "Cliff. We did it."
"Yeah." Cliff hugged him back just as hard.
"Yeah, we did."
He didn't ask about Sochi. Didn't ask about the silence, the
tension, the thing Ilya was running from.
He just held on.


Something was wrong with Ilya.
Cliff couldn't pinpoint when it started couldn't identify
the exact moment the slide began. But somewhere in the fall of 2016, Ilya
stopped being Ilya.
It started with the women.
After years of slowing down, Ilya was suddenly pulling
again. Not the casual, easy hookups of his early twenties this was different.
Frantic. Desperate. A new woman every night, sometimes two, like he was trying
to fill a hole that kept getting deeper.
Cliff's phone started buzzing at 2 AM again. But these calls
weren't like the old days Ilya drunk and laughing, needing a ride home from
some club. These calls were Ilya's voice flat and strange, asking Cliff to come
get him from apartments he didn't remember going to. Ilya sitting in Cliff's
passenger seat staring at nothing, smelling like perfume and whiskey and
something sour underneath.
"You want to talk about it?" Cliff asked, the
third time in a week.
"Nothing to talk about."
"Ilya "
"I am fine. Just tired."
He wasn't fine. He wasn't anywhere close to fine.
The drinking got worse.
Ilya had always liked to party, but this was different. This
was drinking alone, drinking before practice, drinking like he was trying to
drown something that wouldn't stay down.
Cliff found him passed out in his car once, in the parking
garage of his building. Engine off, keys still in the ignition, an empty bottle
of vodka on the passenger seat.
"Jesus Christ," Cliff muttered, hauling him out.
"What the fuck are you doing?"
Ilya blinked at him. His eyes were red, unfocused.
"Cliff?"
"Yeah, it's me. Come on. Let's get you inside."
"Why are you here?"
"Because you weren't answering your phone. Because I
was worried." Cliff got Ilya's arm over his shoulder, half-carried him
toward the elevator. "Because you can't keep doing this."
Ilya shrugged. The movement was loose, careless. "Does
not matter."
"What doesn't matter?"
"Any of it." Ilya's head lolled against Cliff's
shoulder. "Nothing matters."
It wasn't dramatic. Wasn't a cry for help. It was flat.
Empty. Like Ilya had just... stopped caring what happened to him.
That was almost worse.
It went on for weeks.
Ilya showed up to practice, but he was going through the
motions. His play suffered not enough for anyone outside the team to notice,
but Cliff saw it. The slowness, the missed passes, the way he'd drift off
during drills like his mind was somewhere else entirely.
Coach pulled Cliff aside after a particularly bad practice.
"What's going on with Rozanov?"
"I don't know," Cliff said. It was the truth.
"He won't talk to me."
"He's the captain. He can't be falling apart like
this."
"I know."
"Fix it."
Cliff didn't know how to fix something when he didn't know
what was broken.
He tried.
He showed up at Ilya's apartment unannounced, with food,
with beer, with excuses to be there. Half the time Ilya wouldn't answer the
door. The other half, he'd let Cliff in but sit there like a ghost, barely
speaking, barely present.
"Is it your dad?" Cliff asked once. The calls from
Russia had been getting worse, he knew. The Alzheimer's progressing. "Is
something happening with your family?"
"No."
"Is it hockey? The team? Something I did?"
"No."
"Then what?" Cliff heard the frustration creeping
into his voice and tried to tamp it down. "Talk to me. Please. I'm
watching you fall apart and I don't know how to help."
Ilya looked at him. For a moment, something cracked open in
his face something raw and desperate and so full of pain that Cliff's chest
ached just seeing it.
"You cannot help," Ilya said quietly. "This
is not something you can fix."
"Try me."
Ilya shook his head. "I am sorry, Cliff. I know I
am " He gestured vaguely. "I know. But I cannot talk about this. Not
with you. Not with anyone."
"Why not?"
"Because." Ilya's voice cracked. "Because I
do not have words. Because if I start talking I will not stop. Because "
He pressed the heels of his hands against his eyes. "Because I am losing
something and I cannot make it stop and I do not know how to live
without "
He cut himself off. Shook his head.
"Without what?" Cliff asked softly.
Ilya didn't answer.
Three months.
For three months, Cliff watched his best friend try to burn
his life down like he was daring someone to stop him.
He stopped asking questions. Stopped trying to fix it. Just
showed up night after night, 2 AM call after 2 AM call. Picked Ilya up from
bars and apartments and parking lots. Sat with him when he couldn't sleep. Made
sure he ate, made sure he got to practice, made sure he didn't do anything that
couldn't be undone.
He didn't know what had broken Ilya. Didn't know what he was
mourning because that's what it was, Cliff realized. Grief. Ilya was grieving
something, and Cliff couldn't even see what it was.
He just stayed.
And then, one day, it stopped.
Cliff showed up at Ilya's apartment expecting the usual the
ghost, the silence, the careful manoeuvring around whatever was eating Ilya
alive.
Instead, Ilya answered the door looking... awake. Present.
Still tired, still worn down, but something in his eyes had shifted. The hollow
desperation was gone, replaced by something quieter. Softer.
"Hey," Cliff said cautiously. "You
okay?"
"Yes." Ilya stepped back to let him in. "I am
okay."
"You sure? Because last week you were "
"I know." Ilya ran a hand through his hair.
"I know. I am sorry. For everything. These past months, I have been "
He shook his head. "Not good. I know."
"What happened?"
Ilya was quiet for a moment. He walked to the window, looked
out at the city.
"I thought I lost something," he said finally.
"Something important. And I did not know how to live without it." He
paused. "But I did not lose it. It came back."
"What came back?"
Ilya turned to look at him. That almost-smile, the one that
never quite reached his eyes.
"I cannot tell you," he said. "Not yet. Maybe
not ever. But I need you to know it was not your fault. None of it. You did
everything right. You stayed."
"Of course I stayed."
"Not everyone would." Ilya's voice was rough.
"Not for that. Not for me, like that. But you did."
"That's what friends do."
"No." Ilya shook his head. "That is what
family does."
The word hung in the air between them.
"Okay," Cliff said slowly. "Well. I'm glad
you're... better. Whatever it was."
"Me too." Ilya took a breath. "Now. You want
to get food? I have not eaten real meal in " He paused, calculating.
"Long time."
"Yeah." Cliff felt something in his chest loosen.
"Yeah, let's get food."
He never found out what had broken Ilya. What had come back.
But watching his friend across the table at dinner eating,
talking, present in a way he hadn't been in months Cliff decided it
didn't matter.
Ilya was okay. That was enough.
The questions could wait.


The hit was clean.
Cliff knew it was clean the moment it happened shoulder to
chest, feet on the ice, no head contact. Textbook. The kind of hit that made
highlight reels, the kind coaches praised as "playing the body."
But Hollander went down wrong.
His shoulder caught the boards at a bad angle, his head
snapping back against the glass. He crumpled like someone had cut his strings,
and he didn't get up.
The whistle blew. The trainers came out. The arena went
quiet in that particular way it did when everyone was thinking please get
up, please move, please be okay.
Cliff stood at centre ice, breathing hard, watching them
work on Hollander. Watching them stabilize his neck, get him on the stretcher,
wheel him off the ice.
Hollander's eyes were open. That was something. But he
wasn't tracking right his gaze sliding past the trainers, unfocused, wrong.
Concussion. At minimum.
"Fuck," Cliff muttered under his breath.
He looked across the ice for Ilya.
Ilya was standing by the bench, stick in his hands,
completely still. His face was blank. Not angry, not upset just empty. Like
someone had turned off the lights behind his eyes.
The game resumed. Cliff tried to shake it off. These things
happened. It was hockey. You didn't mean to hurt anyone, but sometimes you did,
and you had to keep playing.
Ilya kept playing too.
But something had changed.
Cliff had seen Ilya play angry before. Had seen him play
frustrated, reckless, out of control. This wasn't any of those things.
This was cold. Precise. Vicious.
Ilya was everywhere on the ice, hitting everything that
moved, taking shots that were borderline dirty, racking up penalty minutes like
he was trying to set a record. The refs kept blowing the whistle. Ilya kept not
caring.
"What the fuck is wrong with Rozanov?" one of the
Montreal players shouted after Ilya put him into the boards hard enough to
rattle the glass.
Cliff didn't have an answer.
They won the game. It didn't feel like winning.
 
In the locker room after, Ilya sat in his stall and didn't
move.
Guys were showering, talking, doing the usual post-game
routine. Ilya just sat there, still in his pads, staring at nothing.
Cliff finished changing and walked over. Sat down on the
bench next to him.
"Hey."
Ilya didn't look at him.
"That hit on Hollander," Cliff said. "It was
clean. You know that, right? I wasn't trying to "
"I know."
Two words. Flat. Dead.
"He'll be okay," Cliff tried. "Probably just
a concussion. He'll be back in a few weeks."
Ilya said nothing.
"Ilya." Cliff leaned forward, trying to catch his
eye. "Talk to me. What's going on?"
For a moment, something flickered across Ilya's face.
Something raw and desperate, fighting to get out. His jaw tightened. His hands
clenched on his knees.
Then it was gone.
"Is nothing," Ilya said. He stood up, started
pulling off his pads. His movements were mechanical. Robotic. "Is just
hockey. These things happen."
"Then why are you "
"I am fine." Ilya didn't look at him. "I am
tired. Long game. I am going home."
"Ilya "
"I said I am fine."
Cliff's fingers brushed the scar on his wrist. Faded,
familiar.
If you push now, you lose him.
The words were sharp enough to cut. Cliff stopped.
He'd heard Ilya shut people out before. Had watched him
build walls in real time, brick by brick. But this was different. This wasn't
Ilya protecting himself from strangers or deflecting difficult questions.
This was Ilya shutting out Cliff.
"Okay," Cliff said slowly. "If you want to
talk later "
"I will not want to talk later." Ilya grabbed his
bag. Still wasn't looking at him. "Goodnight, Cliff."
He walked out.
Cliff sat in the empty locker room for a long time after,
trying to figure out what the hell had just happened.
Ilya didn't answer his texts that night.
Or the next day.
Or the day after that.
Cliff gave him space that was the playbook, right? Don't
grab at Ilya. Let him come to you. Wait for him to be ready.
But this felt different. This felt like something breaking.
He kept replaying the hit in his head. Clean. It was clean.
Shoulder to chest, textbook form. He hadn't done anything wrong.
But Ilya was acting like Cliff had committed a murder.
He makes hockey fun.
The memory surfaced unbidden years ago, outside a bar, Ilya
with split knuckles and that strange softness in his voice.
I like playing against Hollander. He makes hockey fun.
The All-Star event. The way Ilya had shut down that guy for
making a comment about Shane's face. Cold and precise and terrifying.
The way Ilya always seemed to know when they were playing
Montreal. The way his energy shifted, focused, like those games mattered more
than others.
Something was there. Something Cliff couldn't quite see,
couldn't quite name.
But whatever it was, it had just put a wall between them
that Cliff didn't know how to climb.
A week later, Ilya started answering texts again.
Short responses. Polite. Distant.
I am fine.
Just busy.
See you at practice.
He showed up. He played. He did his job. But the easy warmth
between them was gone, replaced by something careful and brittle.
Cliff didn't push. Didn't ask about Hollander, didn't bring
up the hit, didn't try to force a conversation Ilya clearly didn't want to
have.
He just waited.
Eventually, Ilya thawed. The jokes came back, tentative at
first, then more freely. The arm around the shoulder. The "best
friend" and "I love you" that Ilya threw around like confetti.
But something had shifted. Some invisible line had been
drawn.
And Cliff couldn't shake the feeling that he'd hurt Ilya in
a way he didn't understand that the hit on Hollander had cost him something he
couldn't name.
He filed it away with all the other things he didn't ask
about.
The list was getting long.


The rumours started in the spring.
Cliff heard them the way everyone heard them whispers in the
locker room, speculation on sports radio, reporters asking questions that
weren't quite questions. Is Rozanov going to re-sign? Sources say he's
testing free agency. Ottawa is interested...
He didn't believe it. Couldn't believe it. Ilya had been in
Boston for almost a decade. He was the captain. He'd won a Cup here. This was home.
But Ilya wasn't denying it.
"Just talk," he said, when Cliff asked.
"Reporters make up stories. You know this."
"So there's nothing to it?"
Ilya didn't answer. Just shrugged and changed the subject.
The news broke in July.
Cliff found out from the TV like everyone else. He was at
home, half-watching the sports ticker, when Ilya's face appeared on the screen
next to the Ottawa Centaurs logo.
BREAKING: Ilya Rozanov signs with Ottawa Centaurs...
He called Ilya. No answer.
Called again. Voicemail.
Texted: What the fuck?
Then: Call me.
Then: Ilya. Please.
Nothing.
He drove to Ilya's apartment.
The door was unlocked. Cliff walked in and found Ilya
sitting on the couch, staring at his phone. There were boxes stacked against
the wall not many, but enough. He'd already started packing.
"You're leaving," Cliff said.
It wasn't a question.
Ilya looked up. His face was strange not happy, not sad.
Just... resolved. Like he'd made a decision he couldn't unmake.
"Yes."
"When were you going to tell me?"
"I am telling you now."
"No, you're not. I found out from ESPN."
Cliff heard his voice rising and didn't try to stop it. "Nine years, Ilya.
Nine fucking years. And you couldn't pick up the phone?"
"I did not know how." Ilya's voice was quiet.
"I did not know what to say."
"How about 'I'm leaving'? How about 'I'm not
re-signing'? How about anything other than nothing?"
Ilya flinched. It was small, barely visible, but Cliff saw
it.
"I am sorry," Ilya said. "You are right. I
should have told you."
"Yeah. You should have." Cliff took a breath.
Tried to calm down. "Why?"
"Why what?"
"Why Ottawa? Why now?" He spread his hands.
"We won a Cup together. This team is good. You built this team. And
now you're just... leaving?"
Ilya was quiet for a long moment. He set his phone down on
the coffee table, carefully, like he needed something to do with his hands.
"I am needing to go," he said finally. "You
are not understanding, but I am needing this."
"Then help me understand."
"I cannot."
"Bullshit." Cliff stepped closer. "I've known
you for almost a decade. I've picked you up at 2 AM more times than I can
count. I watched you fall apart last year and I didn't ask why because I
thought you'd tell me when you were ready. But you never did. And now you're
leaving, and you still won't tell me what's going on."
Ilya's jaw tightened. Something flickered behind his
eyes that raw, desperate thing that Cliff had glimpsed during the spiral. The
thing Ilya kept buried so deep.
"There are things I cannot tell you," Ilya said.
His voice was rough. "Not because I do not trust you. Because I do not
know how. Because if I start " He stopped. Shook his head. "I am not
ready. I may never be ready. But I need you to believe me when I say that I
have to go. That this is not about you, or the team, or Boston. This is
about "
He stopped again. His hands were shaking.
"About what?" Cliff asked quietly.
Ilya looked at him. For a moment, Cliff thought he might
actually say it whatever it was. The thing that had been eating at him
for years. The thing that explained the spiral, and the women, and the way Ilya
always seemed to be running from something.
But then Ilya looked away.
"About me," he said. "That is all I can say.
This is about me, and what I need, and I am asking you to trust me. Even though
I cannot explain."
Cliff stood there, looking at his best friend. At the boxes
against the wall. At the resignation in Ilya's face.
He thought about all the times he hadn't pushed. All the
questions he hadn't asked. The feral cat rules don't grab, don't corner, let
him come to you.
Maybe he should push now. Maybe this was the moment to
demand answers, to refuse to let Ilya leave without an explanation.
His thumb traced the scar on his wrist. The cat that never
came inside. The second chance you didn't get if you reached too fast.
But Ilya's hands were still shaking. And his eyes were
bright in a way that looked dangerously close to tears.
"Okay," Cliff said.
Ilya blinked. "Okay?"
"I don't understand. I'm pissed as hell. And I think
you owe me more than this." Cliff took a breath. "But if you say you
need to go, then I believe you. Even if you can't tell me why."
Ilya stared at him. "You are not you are not going to
fight me on this?"
"Would it change anything?"
"No."
"Then what's the point?" Cliff shrugged.
"You've already decided. And I'm not going to spend our last few weeks
yelling at you."
Something cracked in Ilya's expression. The mask slipping,
just for a second.
"Cliff "
"We're still friends." Cliff said it firmly.
"Distance doesn't change that. You're still " He stopped. Tried to
find the right words. "You're still my family. Even if you're being a
secretive asshole about it."
Ilya laughed. It was wet, choked off, but it was real.
"I do not deserve you," he said.
"Probably not. But you're stuck with me anyway."
Ilya stood up. Crossed the room. And pulled Cliff into a hug
so tight it hurt.
"Thank you," Ilya said into his shoulder.
"For everything. For " His voice cracked. "For staying. Even
when I made it hard."
"That's what family does."
"Yes." Ilya pulled back. His eyes were red.
"Yes, it is."
 
Cliff helped him pack the rest of the boxes.
They didn't talk about Ottawa, or why Ilya was leaving, or
any of the things that hung unspoken between them. They just packed, and
ordered pizza, and sat on Ilya's empty floor eating out of the box like they
had a hundred times before.
"You will visit," Ilya said. Not a question.
"Try and stop me."
"And you will call. Every week."
"Every week."
"And when I am winning Stanley Cup with Ottawa, you
will not be too jealous."
"Don't push it."
Ilya grinned. It was almost the old grin bright and warm and
full of trouble.
Almost.
"I will miss you," Ilya said quietly.
"Boston. The team. But mostly you."
"Yeah." Cliff looked around the empty apartment.
"Yeah, I'll miss you too."


He drove Ilya to the airport a week later.
They didn't say much. Didn't need to. Nine years of
friendship didn't require a lot of words at the end.
At the curb, Ilya grabbed his bag, then turned back.
"Cliff."
"Yeah?"
"Someday I will tell you." Ilya's voice was quiet.
Certain. "Everything. All of it. When I am ready."
"I know."
"You will wait?"
"I've been waiting for nine years." Cliff
shrugged. "What's a few more?"
Ilya smiled. Small and private and real.
"Okay," he said. "Okay."
And then he was gone.


Cliff was at the gym when his phone started buzzing.
He ignored it at first he was mid-set, focused, didn't want
to break his rhythm. But it kept going. Text after text, the vibrations
blurring together into one continuous hum.
He set the weights down and checked the screen.
Twelve messages. Six missed calls. All from different
people.
Did you see the news?
Holy shit, Cliff, are you watching?
Is Ilya okay???
His stomach dropped before he even knew why.
He pulled up the news app with shaking hands.
BREAKING: Ottawa Centaurs team plane experiences engine
failure. Emergency landing in progress.
 
The next twenty minutes were the longest of Cliff's life.
He stood in the middle of the gym, phone clutched in his
hand, watching the live coverage. The anchors were speculating engine failure,
possible bird strike, the plane was attempting an emergency landing at a
regional airport. No confirmation on injuries. No confirmation on anything.
The footage showed a runway. Fire trucks. Emergency
vehicles.
No plane yet.
Cliff called Ilya. Voicemail.
Called again. Voicemail.
Again. Again. Again.
Pick up. Pick up. Please, God, pick up.
The plane landed safely.
Cliff watched it happen on the screen the aircraft touching
down rough, skidding slightly, fire trucks chasing it down the runway. It
stopped. The emergency slides deployed. People started coming out.
He couldn't see faces. Couldn't tell who was who. Just
bodies in the distance, some walking, some being helped.
His phone buzzed.
Ilya's name on the screen.
Cliff answered so fast he almost dropped the phone.
"Ilya "
"Cliff." Ilya's voice was strange. Thin. Shaky in
a way Cliff had never heard before. "I am okay. I am we landed. Everyone
is okay."
"Jesus Christ." Cliff's legs gave out. He sat down
hard on a weight bench, not caring who was watching. "Jesus fucking
Christ, Ilya. I saw the news and I thought "
"I know. I am sorry. I could not call before. They
would not let us and then when we landed I had to " Ilya stopped. His
breathing was ragged. "I am sorry. I am calling now."
"It's okay. It's okay." Cliff pressed his free
hand against his eyes. They were wet. He didn't care. "You're okay. That's
all that matters."
Silence on the other end. Then, very quietly:
"I was so scared."
The words cracked something open. This wasn't Ilya being
charming, or deflecting, or performing. This was Ilya stripped down to nothing,
voice shaking, saying something true.
"I know," Cliff said. "I know. But you're
okay now. You're safe."
"No, I " Ilya took a shuddering breath. "Not
just the plane. I am Cliff, I am so, so scared. All the time. Of everything.
And I cannot "
His voice broke off. Cliff could hear him breathing harsh,
uneven, the sound of someone trying not to fall apart.
"Ilya." Cliff kept his voice soft. Steady.
"I'm here. Whatever it is, I'm here."
"I know." Ilya's voice was barely a whisper.
"I know you are. That is that is why I called. Because I needed to
hear " Another shaky breath. "I do not want to die with things
unsaid. I do not want to "
He stopped. The silence stretched.
"Ilya?" Cliff prompted gently.
"I cannot." Ilya's voice was thick. "I am
sorry. I want to tell you. I want to but I cannot. Not like this. Not on the
phone. Not when I am "
"It's okay." Cliff cut him off before Ilya could
spiral further. "You don't have to tell me anything. Not now. Not ever, if
you're not ready."
"But I want to be ready." The desperation in
Ilya's voice was raw. "I am so tired of hiding. So tired of being scared.
And I almost died today, and all I could think was " His breath hitched.
"All I could think was that you do not know. That if I died, you would not
know who I really am."
Cliff's throat tightened. "I know who you are."
"You do not. Not all of it."
"Then tell me when you're ready. I'll be here."
"What if I am never ready?"
"Then I'll still be here." Cliff said it like a
promise. Because it was one. "That's not conditional, Ilya. You don't have
to earn it. You don't have to explain yourself. I'm your family. That means I'm
here. Period."
Silence. Cliff could hear Ilya crying now quiet, muffled,
like he was trying to hide it.
"Okay," Ilya finally managed. "Okay."
"Are you somewhere safe? Is someone with you?"
"Yes. I am " Ilya took a breath. Steadier now.
"I am not alone. Someone is here."
"Good. That's good." Cliff didn't ask who. Didn't
push. "Get some rest. Call me tomorrow, okay? Or whenever. I don't care
what time it is."
"I will." A pause. "Cliff?"
"Yeah?"
"Thank you. For " Ilya's voice wobbled again.
"For being you."
"Always."
The line went dead.
Cliff sat in the gym for a long time after, phone still in
his hand, thinking about all the things Ilya hadn't said.
And all the things he almost had.


The news had been out for three days.
Three days of headlines, hot takes, social media chaos.
Three days of everyone in the hockey world having an opinion about Ilya Rozanov
and Shane Hollander. Three days of Cliff fielding calls from reporters, dodging
questions, watching his phone blow up with messages from people he hadn't
talked to in years.
Did you know?
How long was this going on?
Can you believe it?
Cliff didn't answer any of them.
He'd driven to Ottawa the day it broke him and Hayden and
J.J., that brutal three-hour car ride that had rearranged something in his
chest. He'd held Ilya in Shane's living room and promised he wasn't going
anywhere. He'd meant it.
But now he was back in Boston. Back at practice. Back in a
locker room full of guys who had opinions.
Most of them kept their mouths shut. Most of them were smart
enough to read the room, to see the tension in Cliff's shoulders, to understand
that this wasn't a topic for casual conversation.
Most of them.
"I'm just saying, it makes sense now."
Cliff's head came up. Henderson a call-up from Providence,
barely twenty-two, too new to know better.
"What makes sense?" someone asked.
"Rozanov." Henderson was lacing up his skates,
casual, like he was talking about the weather. "The whole thing with him.
He always seemed kind of..." He made a vague gesture. "You
know."
Cliff set down his gloves. Slowly.
"No," he said. "I don't know. Why don't you
explain it?"
Henderson looked up. Something in Cliff's tone must have
registered, because his face flickered with uncertainty. But he was young and
stupid and didn't know when to stop.
"I just mean the way he was. All the women, all the
partying. Overcompensating, right? Classic closet case behaviour."
The locker room went very quiet.
"And now he's with Hollander, of all people. Like,
Montreal's captain? That's fucked up." Henderson shook his head. "I
don't care what people do in their personal lives, but that's a conflict of
interest. League should look into "
"Shut up."
Henderson blinked. "What?"
Cliff stood. He was a big guy the enforcer type, the one
you'd expect to throw down. Something in his face made Henderson lean back.
"I said shut up." Cliff's voice was flat. Cold.
"You don't know what you're talking about."
"I'm just saying what everyone's thinking "
"No one's thinking that. You're thinking that,
because you're a kid who doesn't know shit." Cliff took a step forward.
"Ilya Rozanov played for this team for nine years. He was our captain. He
won us a Cup. And I don't care that he's in Ottawa now we drafted him, we made
him, he is ours."
Henderson's mouth opened. Closed.
"If anyone in this room has anything to say about
him about who he loves, about his 'conflict of interest,' about any of
it you're gonna have a problem with me." Cliff looked around the locker
room. "Anyone else want to share their thoughts?"
Silence.
"Good." Cliff sat back down. Picked up his gloves.
"Then let's get to practice."


After, Connors found him in the hallway.
"That was a lot," Connors said. Not judgmental.
Just observing.
"Kid was out of line."
"He was." Connors leaned against the wall.
"You know him well? Rozanov?"
Cliff looked at him. Connors had been around for all of
it the early years, the Cup run, Ilya leaving for Ottawa. He'd seen Cliff and
Ilya together more times than Cliff could count.
"He's my best friend," Cliff said. "Has been
for almost a decade."
"Did you know? About him and Hollander?"
"No." The word still hurt to say. "He didn't
tell me."
Connors nodded slowly. "But you're defending him
anyway."
"Of course I am." Cliff shrugged. "He's
family. That doesn't change because he kept a secret."
"Even a secret that big?"
Cliff thought about it. About the years of not-knowing. The
questions he hadn't asked. The things Ilya had almost said and then hadn't.
"He was scared," Cliff said finally. "His
whole life, he was scared. And I didn't " He stopped. Tried again. "I
wish he'd told me. But I understand why he didn't. And I'm not going to let
some rookie who never even played with him sit here and talk shit."
Connors was quiet for a moment. Then he clapped Cliff on the
shoulder.
"Good man," he said. "Rozanov's lucky to have
you."


That night, Cliff called Ilya.
"Hey," Ilya answered. He sounded tired, but better
than he had a few days ago. Lighter. "How is Boston?"
"Boston is fine. Had to educate a rookie today about
keeping his mouth shut."
A pause. "What did he say?"
"Doesn't matter. I handled it."
"Cliff." Ilya's voice was careful. "You did
not have to "
"Yeah, I did." Cliff leaned back on his couch.
"You're ours, Ilya. Boston's. Mine. That doesn't stop because you signed
somewhere else or because some video went viral."
Silence on the other end. When Ilya spoke again, his voice
was rough.
"Thank you."
"Don't thank me. It's just the truth." Cliff
paused. "How are you doing? Really?"
"Better." Ilya took a breath. "Shane is here.
The guys from Ottawa have been " He paused, and Cliff could hear something
like wonder in his voice. "They have been good. Really good. Showing up,
sending messages. Captain stuff, you know? They are taking care of me."
"Good. That's good."
"Shane's team is..." Ilya trailed off.
"Harder. Most of them are not it is not easy for him. But Hayden and J.J.
came. They drove all the way here. J.J. and I talked. Is not perfect, but is...
something."
"Good. That's good."
"And you are defending me in locker rooms." Ilya's
voice was lighter now. Almost teasing. "My hero."
"Shut up."
"I am serious. This is very romantic. Should I tell
Shane he has competition?"
"I'm hanging up now."
"No, wait " Ilya was laughing. Actually laughing,
bright and real. "Cliff. Thank you. I mean it."
"I know." Cliff smiled despite himself. "I'll
always have your back. You know that."
"I know." A pause. "I love you."
"Love you too, idiot."
"Okay. Good." Ilya took a breath. "Okay.
Goodnight, Cliff."
"Goodnight, Ilya."


Cliff had given a lot of speeches in his life.
Post-game interviews. Charity events. That one disastrous
attempt at a toast at his sister's wedding that everyone still made fun of him
for.
But standing at the front of the room, looking out at the
gathered crowd Ilya and Shane's families, teammates past and present, friends
who had kept their secret and friends who had only just learned it he felt like
he'd never spoken a word in his life.
Ilya was watching him from the head table. Shane's hand was
in his, their rings catching the light. They looked happy. Settled. Like two
people who had finally stopped running.
Cliff cleared his throat.
"When I was fourteen," he said, "my sister
started feeding a stray cat."
A ripple of confusion went through the crowd. Cliff saw
Ilya's brow furrow slightly.
"It was this scrappy orange thing torn ear, suspicious
eyes. Showed up on our back porch one October and wouldn't let anyone near it.
But Caitlyn was patient. She'd sit on the steps every night, perfectly still,
and wait for it to come to her. Took weeks. But eventually, it did."
He paused.
"I was not patient. I thought I could help thought if I
just picked the thing up and brought it inside, it would understand we were
trying to take care of it." He held up his wrist, turned it so the thin
white scar caught the light. "I learned something that day. Some creatures
can't be caught. You have to let them come to you. And if you reach too fast if
you push too hard you don't get a second chance."
He lowered his hand.
"I've known Ilya Rozanov for fifteen years. And I've
spent most of that time sitting on the porch."
A few people laughed. Ilya's expression had
shifted something dawning in his eyes.
"Fifteen years. That's a long time to know someone.
Long enough to think you know everything about them." He paused.
"Turns out, I didn't know as much as I thought."
Ilya's expression flickered. Something soft and uncertain.
"I remember the first time I met Ilya. He was eighteen
years old, fresh off a plane from Russia, and he walked into our locker room
like he already owned the place. Didn't speak much English. Didn't need to. He
had this... energy. This presence. You couldn't look away from him."
Cliff smiled slightly.
"He was also incredibly annoying."
Laughter rippled through the room. Ilya rolled his eyes, but
he was smiling.
"I got assigned to keep him out of trouble. Which, if
you know Ilya, you know was basically a full-time job. I picked him up from
bars at 2 AM. I talked him out of fights. I watched him charm his way through
every room he walked into, making everyone think they knew him."
He paused. Let the words settle.
"But here's the thing about Ilya. He's very good at
letting people see what he wants them to see. The smile, the jokes, the 'I love
you' to everyone on the team. It's real don't get me wrong. Ilya loves hard.
But it's also armour. It's a way of keeping people close without letting them
all the way in."
Ilya's hand tightened around Shane's. Cliff saw it.
"I spent years thinking I was the exception. Thinking I
knew the real Ilya, underneath all the performance. And I did know him parts of
him. The parts he was able to show me. But there was this whole other piece
that he kept hidden. Not because he didn't trust me. But because he didn't know
how to trust anyone with it."
Cliff looked directly at Ilya now.
"I want you to know I was waiting. The whole time, I
was waiting. Every time you started to say something and then stopped. Every
time I saw something in your eyes that you wouldn't explain. I didn't push
because I thought that's what you needed. But I was always ready to listen. I
was always going to stay."
Ilya's eyes were bright. He didn't look away.
"That cat my sister fed it never became a housecat. It
lived on our porch for six years, and it never once came inside. But it kept
coming back. Every night, it was there. And I learned that's what trust looks
like for some creatures. They don't curl up in your lap. They sit three feet
away and let you exist in the same space." His voice roughened.
"That's what I had with Ilya, for a long time. Three feet away. Close
enough to be there, not close enough to reach. And I made my peace with that,
because I'd rather have him at arm's length than not at all."
He looked at Ilya.
"But you came inside eventually. You let someone
in." His eyes flicked to Shane. "Just not me."
A beat.
"And that's okay." Cliff's voice was steady.
"That's more than okay. Because the thing about sitting on the porch for
fifteen years is you learn what you're waiting for. And it was never about me
being the one to unlock you. It was about you finding someone who could.
Someone who made it safe enough to stop running."
"And then the video happened, and suddenly the whole
world knew what you'd been hiding, and I defended you before I even
understood what I was defending. Because that's what you do for family. You
show up first and ask questions later."
Cliff's voice roughened.
"I'm not going to lie it hurt. Finding out like that.
Realizing how much you'd been carrying alone. I kept thinking about all the
times I could have asked, could have pushed, could have made it easier for you
to tell me. But I also know that's not how it works. You weren't ready. And no
amount of pushing from me was going to change that."
He took a breath.
"What changed it was Shane."
He turned to look at Shane now really look at him. The man
who had somehow unlocked the part of Ilya that no one else could reach.
"I didn't know you, before all this. I knew the guy on
the ice the rival, the competitor, the one Ilya was always weirdly intense
about. I didn't understand why he defended you so hard. Why he shut down anyone
who said anything about you. Why he came back from games against Montreal
looking like he'd been through something more than just hockey."
Shane's expression was careful. Listening.
"Now I get it. You were the thing he was always running
toward. Even when he was running away from everything else." Cliff's voice
softened. "I watched him fall apart once, when he lost you. I didn't know
that's what it was at the time, but I watched him try to burn his whole life
down because he didn't know how to exist without you. And I watched him come
back to life when you came back."
He turned back to Ilya.
"You told me once that you didn't want to die with
things unsaid. That you were tired of hiding. Tired of being scared."
Cliff's throat tightened. "I don't think you're scared anymore. I think
you finally found the thing you were always looking for. Someone who sees all
of you the performance and the person underneath and loves both."
He raised his glass.
"So here's to Ilya and Shane. To fifteen years of
friendship, and all the years still to come. To the things we say and the
things we don't. To showing up, even when it's hard. To family the kind you're
born into and the kind you choose."
He looked at Ilya one more time.
"I'm proud of you. I'm so fucking proud of you. And I'm
glad you finally let someone in."
Ilya was crying now. Not trying to hide it. Shane had an arm
around him, holding him close.
"To the grooms," Cliff said. "May you always
make hockey fun for each other."
He drank.
The room erupted in applause.
And across the table, through the tears and the noise and
the weight of fifteen years, Ilya mouthed two words:
Thank you.
Cliff nodded.
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