

  Preface


  
    Observations on Fatherhood

    Posted originally on the Archive of Our Own at https://archiveofourown.org/works/78821036.
  


  
    
          	Rating:

          	Mature

          	Archive Warning:

          	No Archive Warnings Apply

          	Fandoms:

          	Game Changers Series - Rachel Reid, Heated Rivalry (TV)

          	Relationships:

          	David Hollander & Shane Hollander, Shane Hollander & Yuna Hollander, David Hollander & Shane Hollander & Yuna Hollander, David Hollander/Yuna Hollander, Shane Hollander/Ilya Rozanov

          	Characters:

          	David Hollander, Shane Hollander, Yuna Hollander, Ilya Rozanov

          	Additional Tags:

          	POV Outsider, Father-Son Relationship, Identity, Character Study, Childhood, Growing Up, Protective Parents, Angst, Angst with a Happy Ending, ilya is in this in the way that he haunts Shane's adult life, Hurt/Comfort, Emotional Hurt/Comfort, shane is biracial. in hockey, we're going to talk about it


        	Language:

        	English


        	Series:

        	Part 4 of A Formal Study of the Heart

      	Stats:

      	
        Published: 2026-02-03
        Words: 17,950
        Chapters: 1/1
      

    

    








Observations on Fatherhood

    by HH_Arrow

      Summary

      From the day Shane is born, David promises to protect him from everything—especially from the kind of love that comes with conditions.

But as Shane grows up talented, visible, and quietly different, David learns that even the safest homes can teach a child how to make himself smaller.



      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.

 

Hello everyone! Thank you so much for the really positive response and engagement. I really appreciate it. If I have not replied to your comment yet, I'm sorry, I have been handling some IRL responsibilities but that you so much.

Content Warnings:
– Racism and microaggressions
– Assimilation pressure
– Emotional repression
– Intergenerational trauma
– Identity-based othering
– Discussions of childhood experiences
– Sports-related injury references (non-graphic)

I do also want to say that I am not Asian, and this fic does not come from lived experience. I have done my best to approach this story with care, respect, and humility; any missteps are my own. This piece is written in conversation with a recurring fandom idea that Shane “doesn’t have trauma” because he grew up in a loving, stable family. I don’t think those ideas are incompatible. This isn’t a story about abuse. It’s a story about how love, protection, and good intentions can still teach a child which parts of themselves are safest to hide—and how that lesson can linger long after childhood ends.
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Observations on Fatherhood

    
      The first cut was always the hardest.
David stood in his father's garage with the saw in his hand,
looking at the oak plank in front of him. He'd measured twice already. Then a
third time, because his father was watching.
"You going to stand there all day or are you going to
cut?" his father asked.
David cut.
The saw bit into the wood, and sawdust scattered across the
workbench. The smell of fresh oak filled the garage—clean and sharp and somehow
permanent. His father stepped closer, watching the angle of the blade, the
steadiness of David's hands.
"Good," his father said when the cut was done. Not
great. Not perfect. Just good.
David had learned a long time ago that good was the best he
was going to get.
They were building a crib. David was twenty-seven, married
for two years, and Yuna was six months pregnant. His father had shown up one
Saturday morning with his tools and a sketch he'd drawn on the back of an
envelope, announcing that they were going to do this right.
"Oak," his father had said, running his hand over
the planks they'd selected at the lumber yard. "You don't cheap out on
something like this. Pine warps. Maple's too soft. Oak lasts. Built right, this
crib will still be here when your grandkids need it."
David had nodded, loading the lumber into his truck while
his father supervised.
Now they were three hours into the work, and David's
shoulders were starting to ache. His father didn't believe in power tools for
finish work—said they made you lazy, made you careless. So
everything was done by hand. Measured, marked, cut, sanded. Over
and over.
"Mortise and tenon," his father said, examining
the joints David had just cut. He tested them with his fingers, checking for
gaps. "No screws. Screws work loose. A proper joint lasts forever."
"What if I mess it up?"
"Then you cut another piece and do it again." His
father set the wood down. "You think your grandfather gave up the first
time something didn't fit perfect? You work until it's right. That's what this
is about."
David picked up the next piece of oak. The wood was heavy in
his hands, solid. "What what's about?"
"Building something that lasts." His father's
voice was matter-of-fact, like he was explaining
something obvious. "That's what gets passed down. Not money—money
disappears. Not property—property gets sold. But this?" He gestured at the
crib taking shape on the workbench. "Something you build with your own hands? That's legacy. Your son uses this crib. His son uses
it. Maybe his son's son. That's what matters."
David ran sandpaper over the edge of the rail, smoothing it
down. His father had taught him this when he was twelve—always sand with the
grain, never against it. Take your time. Feel for the splinters.
"Baby skin's soft," his father said, checking
David's work. "Can't have any rough spots. Keep going."
They worked in silence after that. That was normal. His
father wasn't much for conversation while he worked—just the occasional
instruction, the rare grunt of approval when David got something right.
The oak crib took shape over three weekends. Rails and slats
and a base that would support a mattress. His father insisted on doing the
finish himself food—safe oil, applied with a rag, rubbed in until the grain of
the oak seemed to glow.
"There," his father said, standing back to look at
what they'd built. "That'll outlast both of us."
David looked at the crib. The oak was beautiful,
actually. Solid and clean and simple. The kind of thing that looked like
it had always existed. Like it could hold anything.
"Thank you," David said. "For helping."
His father nodded. Didn't say you're welcome, just started
packing up his tools. But he ran his hand over the oak rail one more time
before he left, testing for splinters, and David thought that might be the same
thing.
Shane arrived three months later on
a Tuesday morning in October.
The delivery took fourteen hours. Yuna was exhausted, David
was exhausted, and the nurse kept saying everything's progressing normally in
that calm voice that made David want to scream because normal shouldn't hurt
this much.
Then Shane was there.
The nurse put him on Yuna's chest, and David got his first
look at his son.
He had dark hair—thick and black and already sticking up in
strange directions. His eyes were dark too, screwed shut against the bright
lights of the delivery room. His skin was golden-brown, darker than Yuna's,
darker than David's, completely his own.
"Oh," Yuna said softly. "Hello."
Shane made a sound—not quite a cry, more like an
announcement. I'm here. Pay attention.
"He's perfect," David said. His voice cracked on
the word.
The nurse cleaned Shane up, weighed him, wrapped him in a
blanket. Then she handed him to David.
David had held babies before—cousins' kids, friends' kids.
It had always felt awkward, like he was going to drop them or break them or do
something irreparably wrong.
This was different.
Shane fit against his chest like he belonged there. His eyes
opened—dark and alert and focused on David's face with an intensity that seemed
impossible for someone ten minutes old.
"Hi," David whispered. "I'm your dad."
Shane blinked. Made another small sound.
David looked at his son—at his perfect face, his tiny
fingers curled into fists, the way he seemed to be taking in everything around
him with those dark, serious eyes—and made a promise he didn't say out loud.
I will protect you. From everything. I will make sure the
world is safe for you.
He thought about the oak crib waiting at home. Solid.
Strong. Built to last. Built to hold something precious.
He meant it with everything he had.
David's father came to visit when Shane was three days old.
They were still in the hospital—Yuna recovering, Shane
eating and sleeping and occasionally screaming for reasons no one could figure
out. David had been surviving on coffee and adrenaline and stolen naps in the
uncomfortable chair by Yuna's bed.
His father walked in carrying flowers and a card, the way
people did. He set them on the table and looked at Yuna.
"How are you feeling?"
"Tired," Yuna said. "But good."
"That's good. That's— " His father's eyes moved to
the bassinet by the bed. "Can I?"
"Of course."
David watched his father pick up Shane. He was careful about
it—supporting Shane's head the way the nurses had shown them, holding him like
something fragile. For a moment, he just looked.
Then his face did something David couldn't quite read.
"He's very..." His father paused. Studied Shane's
face. "Exotic-looking."
David felt the temperature in the room drop about ten
degrees.
"What?" he said.
"I just mean— " His father was still looking at
Shane. "He looks very Asian. I didn't expect— " He glanced at Yuna,
then back at Shane. "Where did you say your family was from?
Originally?"
Yuna's expression went carefully blank. "Japan."
"Right. Japan." His father nodded slowly, like he
was filing this information away. "He really takes after your side. I
thought maybe he'd— " Another glance at David. "Well. Never mind what
I thought."
David stood up. "Dad— "
"People are going to ask, you know." His father
shifted Shane in his arms. "Where he's from. They'll see him and
think—well. They'll have questions."
"Questions about what?"
"About where he's from. What he is." His father
said it like it was obvious. Like this was a practical concern everyone would
understand. "I'm just saying, it's going to be confusing for people.
They'll look at him and wonder."
"Wonder what?" David's voice was getting harder.
He could feel it happening, couldn't stop it.
"If he's— " His father made a vague gesture.
"Foreign. If he speaks English. Where his real family is."
"His real family is right here."
"I know that. I'm just thinking about how other people
will see it." His father looked down at Shane again. "It's going to
be hard for him. Growing up mixed like that. Not quite one thing or the other.
Never fitting in anywhere completely."
David walked over and took Shane out of his father's arms.
Shane made a small protesting sound at being moved, then settled against
David's chest.
"I think you should leave," David said.
His father blinked. "What?"
"I think you should leave. Now."
"David, I didn't mean anything by it—"
"Yes you did." David's
voice was steady. Certain. "You looked at my three-day-old son and decided
he was a problem. You looked at Yuna and— " He stopped. Made himself
breathe. "I need you to leave."
"I'm just being realistic—"
"You called my son exotic. You asked where his real
family is." David's hands were shaking. He held Shane tighter, trying to
stop them. "You looked at him like he's something foreign. Something that
doesn't belong."
"That's not what I said—"
"It's exactly what you said." David looked at his
father. Really looked at him. "And I'm not going to let you make him feel
like being exactly who he is, is something wrong. I'm
not going to let you spend the next eighteen years teaching him to be ashamed
of his own face."
His father's expression hardened. "You're
overreacting."
"Get out."
"David— "
"I said get out."
His father looked at Yuna. She looked back at him with an
expression David had never seen on her before. Cold. Unyielding.
"You should go," she said quietly.
His father's mouth opened. Closed. He picked up his coat.
"You'll regret this," he said.
"Maybe," David said. "But I'll regret not
protecting my son more."
His father left. The door swung shut behind him.
David stood in the middle of the hospital room, holding
Shane, his heart pounding in his chest. Shane had fallen asleep, completely
unaware of what had just happened. Unaware that his grandfather had looked at
him and seen a problem instead of a person.
David thought about the oak crib. Built with his father's
hands and his own. Built to last. Built to hold Shane safe.
Except it wasn't safe, was it? Not if the hands that built
it couldn't see Shane as something worth protecting. Not if the legacy his
father wanted to pass down came with conditions.
"Are you okay?" Yuna asked.
David looked down at his son. At his perfect face. At the
way he slept so peacefully, like the world was safe.
"I will be," David said.
He made another promise, this one out loud: "I won't
let anyone make you feel like you're wrong. Not him. Not anyone. You are
exactly who you're supposed to be."
Shane slept on, unknowing.
The oak crib was waiting at home. David would bring Shane
home to it. But the hands that had helped build it—those hands wouldn't touch
Shane again. Not until they could hold him without conditions.
David's mother called two days after they brought Shane home
from the hospital.
He was in the nursery, watching Shane sleep in the oak crib.
Yuna had finally gone to bed after being up most of the night, and David had
volunteered for the next shift. Not that there was much to do—Shane was asleep,
breathing softly, his tiny hand curled near his face.
The oak crib looked right with Shane in it. The wood glowed
warm in the dim light from the hallway. Solid. Protective. Everything David had
wanted it to be.
Except every time he looked at it, he thought about his
father's hands helping to build it. His father's voice talking about legacy
while his father's eyes looked at Shane and saw something foreign.
David's phone buzzed. His mother's name on the screen.
He stepped out into the hallway and answered.
"Your father told me what happened," she said. No
hello. No how are you doing. Just straight to it.
"Did he."
"He's very upset. He thinks you overreacted."
David leaned against the wall, suddenly exhausted. "Of
course he does."
"He didn't mean anything by what he said. You know how
he is—he doesn't always think before he speaks."
"He thought plenty. He looked at my three-day-old son
and called him exotic. He asked where Shane's real family is."
"He was just surprised. Shane doesn't look like what he
expected—"
"And what did he expect, Mom?"
Silence on the other end.
"He expected a white baby," David said.
"That's what this is about. He looked at Shane and saw—" He stopped.
Made himself breathe. "He saw something he didn't plan for. Something that
doesn't fit into his idea of what our family should look like."
"That's not fair—"
"Isn't it?" David pushed off the wall, started
pacing the hallway. "He said people are going to ask questions. He said
it's going to be hard for Shane growing up mixed. He said it would have been
simpler if—" David's voice cracked. "If I'd married someone else.
Someone more compatible. That's what he said to Yuna. While she was still in
the hospital bed recovering from giving birth."
His mother was quiet for a long moment. "He's from a
different generation. He doesn't know how to talk about these things."
"Then he shouldn't talk about them at all."
"David, he's your father. He loves you. He loves
Shane—"
"He hasn't even met Shane. Not really. He held him for
five minutes and spent the entire time cataloging everything that's wrong with
him."
"That's not what he was doing—"
"That's exactly what he was doing." David stopped
pacing. Looked back toward the nursery, where Shane was sleeping in the oak
crib his grandfather had helped build. "And I'm not going to let him spend
the next eighteen years doing the same thing. Making Shane feel like he has to apologize for his own face. Making Yuna feel like
she's the reason our family is complicated."
"No one's asking anyone to apologize—"
"Yes you are. You're asking me
to pretend this didn't happen. To bring Shane around Dad and act like
everything's fine, and just—what? Hope he doesn't say something worse next
time? Hope Shane's old enough to not understand when his grandfather looks at
him like he's a mistake?"
His mother's voice got sharper. "You're being
dramatic."
"Am I? Because I was there, Mom. I heard what he said.
And I saw the way Yuna's face went blank when he asked where her family was
from originally. Like she's heard that question a thousand times before and
learned to just—take it. Not fight back. Not defend herself." David's
throat was tight. "I'm not going to teach Shane to do the same
thing."
"So what are you saying?
You're cutting off your father?"
"I'm saying he's not welcome around Shane until he can
look at my son and see someone to love instead of someone to worry about. Until
he can respect my wife and my marriage and my family." David paused.
"Until he can apologize. Actually apologize, not just say he didn't mean
it that way."
"He's not going to apologize. You know how he is."
"Then I guess he's not going to meet his
grandson."
Silence.
"You'll regret this," his mother said finally.
"When he's gone and you didn't give him a chance—"
"He had a chance. He had a chance to hold Shane and say
congratulations. To look at his grandson and be happy. He chose to say what he
said instead." David rubbed his eyes. "I'm done talking about this.
Tell Dad when he's ready to apologize—to me and to Yuna—he can call. Until
then, we don't have anything else to discuss."
He hung up.
The house was quiet. Somewhere down the hall, he could hear
Yuna's soft breathing. In the nursery, Shane made a small sound in his sleep.
David stood in the hallway for a long moment, phone in his
hand, thinking about the oak crib. About legacy. About the things that get
passed down from father to son.
He didn't want this. This anger, this distance, this
cutting-off. But he didn't know what else to do. Didn't know how to protect
Shane from his own grandfather's disappointment.
He walked back into the nursery. Looked at Shane sleeping
peacefully, unaware of any of it.
"I'm sorry," David whispered. "I'm sorry your
grandfather can't see you yet. Can't see how perfect you are."
Shane slept on.
David thought about oak. How it grew slow and strong. How it
took years to mature. How you couldn't force it or rush it—it became what it
was going to become on its own timeline.
Maybe that's what Shane needed. Not a legacy built by
someone else's hands. Not a path laid out before he could even walk.
Just—space. Time. Room to grow into whoever he was going to be.
David made a decision.
Two weeks later, on a Saturday morning when Shane was
exactly two weeks old, David planted an oak tree in the backyard.
He'd bought it from a nursery the day before—a sapling,
barely four feet tall, thin and uncertain-looking in its burlap-wrapped root
ball. The woman at the nursery had told him it would take twenty-five years to
reach maturity. Maybe thirty.
"That's a long time," she'd said. "You sure
you want oak? Maple grows faster."
"I'm sure," David had said.
Now he was in the backyard with a shovel, digging a hole
twice as wide as the root ball, the way the instructions said. It was cold for
October—his breath fogged in the air—but the physical work felt good.
Purposeful.
Yuna came out onto the back deck,
Shane bundled in a carrier against her chest. "What are you doing?"
"Planting a tree."
"I can see that. Why?"
David straightened, leaning on the shovel. "For Shane.
It'll grow with him. When he's eighteen, it'll be eighteen. When he's
twenty-five, it'll be mature." He paused. "Same timeline. Growing at
the same time."
Yuna walked down the deck steps, careful with Shane sleeping
against her. She looked at the sapling, then at the hole David was digging,
then at David.
"You're thinking about your father," she said.
"Yeah."
"He called again. Left a message."
David drove the shovel into the dirt. "What did he
say?"
"That your mother told him what you said. That he
thinks you're being unreasonable." Yuna's voice was carefully neutral.
"That he wants to see his grandson."
"Did he apologize?"
"No."
David nodded. Kept digging.
Yuna sat down on the deck steps, adjusting Shane's carrier.
"I told him you were busy. That you'd call him back when you had
time."
"Thank you."
"David." Yuna's voice was soft. "You don't
have to do this. Cut him off. I know he's your father—"
"And Shane is my son." David looked at her.
"I won't let him make Shane feel like he's a problem. Like being exactly
who he is—looking exactly the way he looks—is something to be fixed or hidden
or apologized for."
"I know."
"And I won't let him treat you like—" David's jaw
tightened. "Like you're someone I should have avoided. Like our marriage
is something I should regret."
Yuna was quiet for a moment. Then she stood up, walked over
to him, and kissed him. Gentle. Certain.
"Thank you," she said. "For choosing us.
Every time."
David pulled her close, careful of Shane between them.
"Always."
Shane made a small noise in his sleep. David looked down at
him—two weeks old, so small, completely unaware of everything happening around
him.
"I'm planting him a tree," David said. "So he has something that grows with him. Something that's
just his. Not built by my father's hands. Not carrying anyone else's
expectations. Just—his."
Yuna looked at the sapling. "It's perfect."
David went back to digging. When the hole was deep enough,
he carefully lowered the oak sapling into it, removed the burlap, and filled in
the dirt around the roots. He watered it thoroughly, the way the nursery woman
had instructed.
The sapling stood thin and uncertain in the middle of the
yard. Four feet tall. Barely there. But alive. Growing.
In twenty-five years, it would be a tree. Strong and solid
and fully itself.
Just like Shane.
David stepped back, looking at what he'd planted. Yuna stood
beside him, Shane still sleeping against her chest.
"Do you think your father will ever apologize?"
Yuna asked quietly.
"I don't know." David put his arm around her.
"But I'm not going to spend the next eighteen years waiting for him to.
Shane deserves better than that."
The oak sapling swayed slightly in the breeze. Small.
Fragile. Just beginning.
David had built the oak crib with his father's hands. But
this tree—this was something else. Something David had planted alone. Something
that would grow at Shane's pace, on Shane's timeline, without anyone else's
legacy attached to it.
Maybe that's what Shane needed. Not something built to last
forever, carrying the weight of generations. Just something living and growing
alongside him.
Something that would become shelter without becoming a cage.
Shane was an easy baby.
That's what everyone said. David's coworkers, Yuna's
friends, the pediatrician. Even strangers in the grocery store would comment on
it—what a calm baby, what a good listener, look how well-behaved he is.
And it was true. Shane rarely cried. He slept through the
night by three months. He sat quietly in his stroller while they ran errands,
watching everything with those dark, serious eyes. When David told him it was
time for bed or time to eat or time to stop playing, Shane would nod and comply
without fuss.
"You got lucky," one of David's coworkers said
when Shane was eight months old. "My daughter screamed for six months
straight. Couldn't put her down for five seconds."
David had nodded, bouncing Shane on his knee. "Yeah.
He's pretty easygoing."
But sometimes, late at night when Shane was asleep in the
oak crib, David would stand in the doorway and wonder if a baby was supposed to
be this easy. If it was normal for an eight-month-old to never push back, never
test boundaries, never insist on anything.
He mentioned it to Yuna once. She'd looked at Shane—content
on his play mat, gumming a plastic ring—and frowned slightly.
"He does seem very..." She paused.
"Accommodating."
"Is that bad?"
"I don't know. Maybe it's just his personality."
Maybe it was. Babies had personalities, right? Some were
fussy, some were easy. Shane was easy. That was good. That was lucky.
David tried to believe that.
The oak tree in the backyard was growing too. By Shane's
first birthday, it had put on another six inches. Still thin, still young, but
alive and reaching upward.
Shane liked the tree. When he learned to walk at eleven
months, one of his favourite things was to toddle over to it and pat the trunk
with his small hands. David would sit on the deck steps and watch him, ready to
catch him if he fell.
"Tree," David would say, pointing.
Shane would pat it again. "Tee."
Close enough.
By eighteen months, Shane could walk steadily, and his
vocabulary was expanding. Mama, Dada, tree, dog, ball. He was hitting all his
milestones right on schedule. The pediatrician was pleased.
But David noticed things.
Small things. The way Shane would start to reach for a toy,
then pause and look at David first. The way his face would flicker with some
emotion—excitement, frustration, uncertainty—before smoothing out into a smile.
The way he asked permission for everything, even things he didn't need
permission for.
"Can I play blocks?" Shane would ask, standing by
his toy box.
"Of course you can. You don't have to ask."
But Shane would ask anyway. Every time.
Shane was two and a half, sitting by the oak tree with his
toys.
The tree was taller now—about six feet. Still thin, but growing stronger every year. Shane liked to play
in its shade, arranging his toy trucks in careful lines.
David was on the deck, doing some work on his laptop. Yuna
was at the grocery store. It was a nice afternoon—warm but not too hot, the
kind of late spring day that felt perfect.
"Shane," David called. "Time to come inside.
We need to get ready for dinner."
Shane looked up. His face fell—just for a second, a flash of
disappointment—before he rearranged it into a bright smile.
"Okay, Daddy!"
He started gathering his toys immediately, moving quickly
and efficiently. He didn't argue, didn't ask for five more minutes, didn't drag
his feet. Just—complied.
David watched him. Felt something settle uncomfortably in
his chest.
"Hey, Shane. You want to play outside a little
longer?"
Shane paused, a truck in each hand. "I thought you said
come inside."
"I did. But if you want to keep playing, that's okay.
We have time."
Shane looked at David. Looked at his toys. Something
uncertain crossed his face.
"Do you want me to keep playing?" he asked.
"I'm asking what you want."
Shane considered this. His small face scrunched up with
concentration, like David had asked him to solve a complicated math problem.
"I want to make you happy," Shane said finally.
David's chest tightened. "You do make me happy. But
what do you want? Do you want to play more, or are you done?"
Shane looked at the toys scattered around the base of the
oak tree. "I was having fun."
"Then keep playing. I'll call you when it's actually
time for dinner."
"Okay." Shane set down the trucks. Looked at David
again. "You're sure?"
"I'm sure."
Shane went back to his game, but David could see he was less
relaxed now. Like he was playing because he'd been given permission, not
because he actually wanted to. The spontaneous joy
from before was gone.
David closed his laptop and walked down into the yard. He
sat down on the grass next to Shane, leaning against the oak tree.
"What are you building?" he asked.
"A road." Shane showed him the line of trucks.
"They're going to the store."
"That's a good road."
They sat there together. Shane kept glancing at David, like
he was checking to make sure this was okay, that David wanted to be there.
"Shane," David said carefully. "You know you
can tell me when you want something, right? You don't always have to do what I
say."
Shane looked at him with those serious eyes. "But
you're my daddy."
"I am. But you're allowed to want things. You're
allowed to say 'I want to keep playing' or 'I'm not
ready yet.'"
"What if it makes you sad?"
The question hit David like a physical blow.
"What?"
"What if what I want makes you sad?" Shane said it
simply, like it was an obvious concern. "Then I should do what you want
instead. So you're happy."
David stared at his two-and-a-half-year-old son and felt
something crack in his chest.
Where had Shane learned this? That making David happy was
more important than what Shane himself wanted? That his job was to manage
David's emotions?
"Baby," David said, pulling Shane into his lap.
Shane came easily, curling against David's chest. "You don't have to make
me happy. That's not your job. Your job is just to be a kid. To play and learn
and grow. My job is to take care of you. Not the other way around."
Shane's hand found David's shirt, gripped it. "But I
like when you're happy."
"I know. But I'm happy when you're happy. So if you want to play outside, that makes me happy. And if
you want to come inside, that also makes me happy. You don't have to guess what
I want. You just have to tell me what you want."
Shane was quiet against his chest. David could feel his
small heartbeat.
"Okay," Shane said finally. But he didn't sound
convinced.
They sat under the oak tree together, and David wondered how
many times he'd done this. How many times he'd given Shane a choice and Shane
had tried to read David's mind instead of listening to his own wants. How many
times Shane's face had flickered with real emotion before smoothing into the
smile he thought David wanted to see.
The oak tree was growing—straight and true. Six feet tall
now, young but healthy.
But Shane was learning to grow differently. Learning to
shape himself around other people's expectations. Learning to make himself
smaller.
And David didn't know how to stop it.
Shane turned three in October.
The party was small—some family friends, a few kids from the
neighborhood playgroup Yuna had joined. Shane was polite to everyone, said
please and thank you, shared his toys without being asked.
"He's such a good boy," one of the mothers said to
Yuna. "So well-behaved. You're lucky."
David watched Shane navigate the party like a tiny diplomat.
Smiling at the right times. Laughing when other kids laughed. Never grabbing,
never shouting, never demanding attention.
Never quite relaxed.
When the party was over and the guests had left, Shane
helped clean up without being asked. He threw away paper plates, stacked cups,
put his new toys in a neat pile.
"You don't have to do that, sweetheart," Yuna
said. "You can go play."
"I want to help," Shane said. But his voice had
that careful quality. The one that meant he was saying what he thought they
wanted to hear.
After Shane was in bed, David and Yuna sat on the back deck.
The oak tree was a dark silhouette against the evening sky. Seven feet tall
now. Growing.
"He was good today," Yuna said.
"Too good."
Yuna looked at him. "What do you mean?"
"He's always good. He's never—" David gestured
vaguely. "He never has tantrums. Never pushes back. Never insists on
anything."
"Some kids are just easygoing."
"Are they? Or are some kids just really
good at reading what the adults around them want and giving it to
them?"
Yuna was quiet for a moment. "You think Shane's doing
that?"
"I don't know. Maybe." David rubbed his face.
"I just—I watch him, and it's like he's always performing. Always checking
to see if we're happy with him. And I don't know where he learned that."
"He's three."
"I know. But three-year-olds are supposed to be
stubborn, right? They're supposed to say no and test boundaries and figure out
who they are. Shane doesn't do any of that."
Yuna turned to look back at the house, where Shane was
sleeping in his room. "You think we did something wrong?"
"I don't know what we did." David's voice was
rough. "I just know that when I told him he could keep playing outside, he
asked what I wanted instead of telling me what he wanted. He's two and a half
years old and he's already learned that his feelings matter less than
mine."
They sat in silence for a while.
"What do we do?" Yuna asked finally.
"I don't know." David looked at the oak tree.
Seven feet tall. Growing straight. Growing strong. "I just—I want him to
know he's allowed to take up space. To want things. To say no."
"We can tell him that."
"We do tell him that. He doesn't believe us."
The oak tree swayed slightly in the evening breeze. Young.
Uncertain. But reaching upward anyway.
David hoped Shane would do the same.
Shane was three and a half when Yuna's mother came to visit.
She stayed for two weeks, and Shane soaked up her presence
like sunlight. She taught him Japanese words—otōsan
for father, okāsan for mother, daisuki for love. She made him onigiri and read him stories
and sang him songs in a language that was half his heritage.
Shane picked it up quickly. By the end of the visit, he was
chattering away in a mix of English and Japanese, delighted every time Yuna's
mother understood him.
"Smart boy," she said, ruffling his hair.
"Very smart. Your brain is very good at languages."
Shane beamed at her. It was one of the few times David saw
him accept a compliment without deflecting.
After she left, Shane kept using the Japanese words. Called
David otōsan instead of Daddy. Asked for onigiri
for lunch. Sang the songs his grandmother had taught him.
David loved it. Loved seeing Shane light up when Yuna spoke
to him in Japanese. Loved watching him help make rice balls, his small hands
trying to shape them the way his obāchan had
shown him.
"Otōsan, look!"
Shane would call, holding up a lopsided rice ball. "I made it
myself!"
This was different. This wasn't Shane performing, trying to
please. This was Shane genuinely excited about something. Connected to
something.
"That's beautiful," David would say. And Shane
would grin—a real grin, unguarded and bright.
At night, Yuna would tuck Shane into bed
and they'd have whole conversations in Japanese. David would listen from the
doorway, understanding nothing but loving the sound of it. The way Shane's
voice got more animated. The way he laughed at things Yuna said.
"What were you talking about?" David asked Yuna
one night after Shane was asleep.
"He was telling me about the oak tree. How it's growing
with him. How when he's big, it'll be big too." Yuna smiled. "He has
words for things in Japanese that he doesn't have in English yet. It's like—it
opens up a different part of his brain."
David thought about that. About how Shane seemed more
himself when he spoke Japanese. Less careful. Less worried about saying the
right thing.
Maybe that's what it was. In Japanese, Shane couldn't
perform as well. Couldn't try to say what he thought David and Yuna wanted to
hear. He just had to be himself.
The oak tree in the backyard was eight feet tall now. Shane
would run out to it after breakfast, pat the trunk, and say—"Ohayō, tree-san!"
Good morning, honourable tree.
David watched from the deck and thought: This is it. This is
Shane being a kid. Finally.
David had played hockey growing up. Nothing serious—house
league through middle school, AA as a teenager. He was good enough to make the university
team but not good enough for it to go anywhere. Not really. But he loved it.
The speed, the strategy, the feeling of being on the ice.
Yuna loved watching it. She'd grown up in Tokyo where hockey
wasn't big, but when she moved to Canada for university, she'd gotten hooked.
They'd bonded over hockey early in their relationship—going to games together,
yelling at the TV during playoffs.
So when Shane turned five, it felt
natural to ask: "You want to try skating?"
Shane's eyes went wide. "Like you?"
"Like me. Well, I wasn't very good. But yeah, like
me."
"Can I?"
"If you want to."
Shane considered this seriously, the way he considered
everything. "Will you teach me?"
"I will."
They started with public skating sessions at the local rink.
David held Shane's hands while he wobbled on his skates, legs splayed like a
newborn deer. Shane fell constantly on his butt, on his knees, flat on his
face. But he kept getting up.
"You okay?" David would
ask.
"I'm okay!" Shane would say, already pushing
himself back to his feet.
This was new too. Shane falling and getting up without
checking David's reaction first. Shane focused on something outside himself—the
ice, the movement, the challenge of staying upright.
By the end of winter, Shane could skate the length of the
rink without holding on. David signed him up for U5 hockey the following fall.
Shane took to it immediately.
Not because he was naturally talented—at five, most kids
were just learning to stand up on skates. But because he loved it. Loved the
speed, loved the feeling of chasing the puck, loved being part of a team.
David and Yuna went to every practice, every game. Watched
Shane careen around the ice with the other five-year-olds, all of them crashing
into each other and the boards with equal enthusiasm.
"He's having fun," Yuna said one Saturday morning,
watching Shane try to stop and instead slide into the goal.
"He is." David felt something warm in his chest.
"Look at his face."
Shane was laughing. Really laughing, unguarded and bright.
He'd just knocked himself over and he was laughing about it.
This was what David had wanted. Shane being a kid. Taking up
space. Not worrying about anyone's expectations.
The oak tree in the backyard was nine feet tall now. When
they got home from hockey, Shane would run out to it still in his base layers
and tell it about practice.
"I scored today!" he'd announce to the tree.
"Well, I tried to score. I missed. But Coach said I had good effort!"
Good effort. Shane was learning words like that. Hockey
words. Team words.
He was learning to be part of something bigger than himself.
Learning that he could try and fail and it didn't mean
anything except try again.
David stood on the deck and watched his son talk to the oak tree, and thought: We're doing okay. He's going to be okay.
By age seven, Shane was playing U7 house league. And he was
exceptional.
Not just good—exceptional. He had instincts that couldn't be
taught. Vision on the ice that let him see plays develop before they happened.
Hands that made the puck seem magnetized to his stick.
His coaches noticed immediately.
"Your son has real talent," Coach Martinez said
after practice one day. "Has he been training outside of team
practice?"
"Just public skating with me," David said.
"Why?"
"Because he skates like he's been doing this for years.
And his hockey IQ—" Martinez shook his head. "I've been coaching for
fifteen years. I don't see that very often at this age."
David watched Shane on the ice. He wasn't the biggest kid,
wasn't the fastest yet. But he was always in the right position. Always saw the
ice. Made plays that kids twice his age struggled with.
"He loves it," David said.
"It shows." Martinez paused. "You should
think about moving him up. AA or AAA. He's too good for house league."
David looked at Shane, who was helping a smaller kid up
after a collision. Still smiling, still having fun, still just a kid playing a
game he loved.
"Let's keep him here for now," David said.
"Let him be a kid a little longer."
But he knew Martinez was right. Shane wasn't just
talented—he was gifted. The kind of talent that could go somewhere if they
nurtured it right.
The oak tree in the backyard was ten feet tall now. Growing
strong. David wondered how tall Shane's talent could grow.
The team photos came back from picture day. Shane's team
lined up in their jerseys, holding their sticks, grinning at the camera.
Shane was the only one who looked different.
Dark hair among blond and brown. Dark eyes among blue and
green and hazel. Golden-brown skin among white faces.
David stared at the photo and felt something sink in his
chest.
He'd known, obviously. Known that Shane looked different
from most of the other kids in their neighborhood, in his school, on his team.
But seeing it like this—all of them lined up together—made it stark.
Unavoidable.
Shane was the only one.
"Good picture," David said, handing it to Yuna.
She looked at it. Her expression flickered—something David
couldn't quite read.
"He looks happy," she said.
He did. Shane was smiling in the photo, stick in hand,
completely unselfconscious. Seven years old and still just a kid playing
hockey.
Seven years old and already the best player on his team by a
significant margin.
David hung the photo in the hallway with the others. Tried
not to think about it
The question came at an away tournament in Minnesota.
Shane was eight. His team had just won their first
game—Shane had scored twice and assisted on three others—and the kids were
running around the lobby of the hotel, burning off energy before bed. David was
talking to another parent when a woman approached.
"Excuse me," she said, smiling at Shane.
"Your son is adorable. And what a player! Where's he from?"
David's stomach tightened. "Ottawa."
"No, I mean—" The woman gestured vaguely at her
own face. "Where's he from originally?"
David felt something cold settle in his chest. "He's
from Ottawa. Born there."
"Right, but—" She laughed, a little uncomfortable
now. "I just meant, you know. His background. He's adopted, right?"
"No."
"Oh!" The woman's eyes widened slightly. "Oh,
I'm sorry, I just assumed—your wife must be—" She looked around, clearly
trying to spot Yuna in the crowd.
"My wife is Japanese," David said. His voice was
very level. Very calm. "Shane is our biological son. He's Canadian."
"Of course! I didn't mean anything by it, I just— "
The woman was flustered now. "He's just so—you know. Exotic-looking. I was
curious. And with that kind of talent I wondered if maybe he'd trained
somewhere else. You know. Japan, or— "
"He learned to skate here," David said. "In
Canada. Where he's from."
He turned and walked away before she could respond.
Shane was across the lobby with his teammates, completely
oblivious to the conversation. Laughing at something, his whole face lit up.
The best player on the team, and he didn't even seem to know it yet.
David watched him and thought: How long? How long before
someone says that to Shane's face? How long before Shane learns that no matter
how good he is, people will still ask where he's really from?
He found Yuna in their hotel room, getting ready for bed.
"Someone asked where Shane was from tonight,"
David said.
Yuna went still. "What did they mean?"
"They meant what they always mean. Where's he really
from. They assumed he was adopted. Asked if he'd trained in Japan." David
sat down heavily on the bed. "She called him exotic-looking."
Yuna's expression went carefully blank. The same expression
she'd had in the hospital when David's father had said the same thing.
"Shane's going to hear this for the rest of his
life."
"I know." David looked at her. "And he's
good, Yuna. Really good. Good enough that hockey might be his future. Which
means— "
"Which means he's going to hear it constantly. Every
new team. Every new coach. Every new rink." Yuna's voice was tired.
"They're going to look at him and wonder."
"Yeah."
They sat in silence for a moment.
"What do we tell him?" David asked. "When
someone asks him that question?"
"The truth. That he's Canadian. That his okāsan is Japanese. That there's nothing wrong with
the way he looks."
"What if he doesn't believe us?"
Yuna looked at him. "Then we keep saying it until he
does."
David nodded. But he thought about Shane at three and a
half, already learning to shape himself around other people's expectations.
Thought about how quickly Shane had learned to read David's moods, to say what
David wanted to hear.
What would Shane learn from this? When people kept asking
where he was really from, when they kept looking at his face like it was a
puzzle to solve? When his talent made him visible in a way that invited
questions?
Would he learn to be proud of who he was? Or would he learn
to make himself smaller in every way except on the ice?
The oak tree outside their house was ten feet tall now.
Growing straight and true. Not caring what anyone thought about it. Just being
what it was meant to be.
David hoped Shane could do the same.
But he was starting to doubt it.
Shane turned nine in October.
By then, he'd moved up to AA. David and Martinez had both
agreed he was ready. Shane was smaller than most of the other kids—he wouldn't
hit his growth spurt until later—but he was faster, smarter, more skilled.
The coaches loved him. His teammates respected him. He was
scoring goals, making plays, winning games.
But David noticed something else too.
The questions kept coming.
"Where are you from?" other parents would ask
Shane at tournaments.
"Ottawa," Shane would say.
"No, I mean originally. Where's your family from?"
And Shane would pause. Would look at David, checking to see
what the right answer was.
"My mom's from Japan,"
he'd say carefully. "My dad's from here."
"Oh, that's so interesting! Do you speak
Japanese?"
Shane used to say yes. Used to be proud of it. But lately,
David noticed, he'd started saying, "A little. Not really."
Even though he spoke it fluently at home. Even though he and
Yuna still had entire conversations in Japanese every night.
At the rink, Shane was just Shane. The kid who could make
impossible passes, who saw the ice like he had a map in his head, who made
everyone around him better.
But everywhere else, Shane was learning to translate
himself. To explain himself. To make himself understandable to people who
looked at his face and couldn't quite place him.
The oak tree was eleven feet tall. Still growing. Still
reaching.
David wondered when Shane would stop reaching and start
making himself smaller instead.
Shane was nine when it started to change.
Small things at first. Things David didn't notice until he
looked back later and realized they'd been building.
Shane still spoke Japanese at home. Still ate onigiri for
lunch. Still called David otōsan and Yuna okāsan. But at tournaments, when other kids asked
about his "weird" lunch, Shane started saying, "My mom just
likes to make different things."
Not "my okāsan."
Not "it's Japanese."
Just—different things.
David noticed but didn't say anything. Didn't want to make
Shane more self-conscious than he clearly already was.
By age ten, Shane had made AAA. He was one of the youngest
on the team, but he'd earned his spot. The coaches were already talking about
his future—rep teams, development programs, maybe even national team
consideration down the line.
Shane was exceptional. Everyone could see it.
But David started noticing other things too.
At home, Shane still used Japanese with Yuna. But he'd
stopped using it in front of his teammates. When Yuna came to pick him up from
practice and called out "Shane-kun!" across
the parking lot, Shane would flinch slightly before responding.
In English.
"Hey, Mom."
Not okāsan anymore. Not when
anyone else could hear.
"Did you have a good practice?" Yuna would ask in
Japanese.
"Yeah," Shane would answer. In English. "It
was good."
David watched this happen. Watched Shane build a wall
between home-Shane and hockey-Shane. Between the kid who spoke two languages
and the kid who wanted to fit in.
The oak tree was twelve feet tall now. Strong. Healthy.
Growing exactly as it should.
Shane was growing too. But not in the direction David had
hoped.
At eleven, Shane made the all-star team for a tournament in
Michigan.
It was a big deal—best players from across the region,
college scouts already starting to pay attention even though the kids were
years away from that level. Shane was the youngest player selected.
David and Yuna drove down for the tournament. Sat in the
stands watching Shane play with and against kids who were bigger, older, more
experienced.
Shane held his own. More than held his own—he dominated. His
coaches kept putting him on the ice in key situations, trusting him to make
plays.
After the first game—a win, Shane with two goals and an
assist—they met him outside the locker room.
"You were amazing!" Yuna said, pulling him into a
hug.
Shane stiffened slightly. His eyes darted to his teammates
streaming past.
"Thanks, Mom," he said. Quiet. In English.
Yuna pulled back, something flickering across her face.
At dinner that night, she spoke to Shane in Japanese. Asked
him about the game, about his linemates, about how he was feeling.
Shane answered in English. Every time.
"Shane," Yuna said gently, switching to English
herself. "You can speak Japanese with me. You know that, right?"
"I know." Shane pushed rice around his plate.
"I just—I'm out of practice. I forget the words sometimes."
It was a lie. David knew it was a lie. Shane spoke Japanese
fluently at home, had entire conversations with Yuna every night. He wasn't out
of practice.
He was choosing not to.
"Okay," Yuna said. But her voice was tight.
That night in the hotel room, after Shane was asleep, Yuna
sat on the edge of the bed and didn't say anything for a long time.
"He's embarrassed," she said finally.
"Of what?"
"Of me. Of being Japanese." Her voice was very
quiet. "He doesn't want his teammates to hear me speak to him in Japanese.
Doesn't want them to know."
"That's not true—"
"It is true, David. I can see it." Yuna looked at
him. "He's learning that being different is a problem. That looking the
way he looks, having the family he has—it's something to hide."
David wanted to argue. Wanted to say she was wrong.
But he'd watched Shane flinch when Yuna called his name in
the parking lot. Watched him answer in English even when she spoke Japanese.
Watched him build that wall higher and higher.
"What do we do?" David asked.
"I don't know." Yuna's voice cracked. "I
don't know how to tell him it's okay to be himself when the whole world keeps
asking him to explain himself."
The oak tree was twelve feet tall. Growing in their backyard
in Ottawa, visible only to them.
Shane was learning to make himself visible in only certain
ways. Hockey player—yes. Skilled, talented, exceptional—yes. But Japanese? That
part was getting smaller. More hidden.
That part was becoming something Shane only showed at home,
behind closed doors, where no one else could see.
By twelve, Shane had stopped using Japanese entirely except
at home. And even at home, it was fading.
He'd answer Yuna in English more often
than not. Would say he was tired, it was easier to just speak English,
he'd been at the rink all day and his brain was fried.
All of which might have been true. But David suspected it
was also practice. Shane was practicing being the version of himself that
didn't invite questions.
At a cookout with Shane's team, one of the other parents
brought a variety of foods—burgers, hot dogs, the usual. Yuna had made onigiri
and brought them in a container.
Shane saw her setting them out and his whole body went
rigid.
"Mom," he said, quiet but urgent. "What are
you doing?"
"Bringing food. Like everyone else."
"But—" Shane looked around at his teammates, who
were starting to notice the rice balls on the table. "Can you just—can we
just have the regular stuff?"
Yuna's hand stilled on the container. "This is regular
stuff, Shane."
"You know what I mean."
"No. I don't. Tell me what you mean."
Shane's face was turning red. "It's just people are
going to ask about it. They're going to think it's weird."
"So?"
"So I don't want— " Shane
stopped. Lowered his voice. "I don't want to be the kid with the weird
food. Can we please just can you just put it away?"
David watched this happen. Watched Yuna's expression go very carefully blank—that expression he'd learned to
recognize, the one that meant she was hurt but hiding it.
She put the lid back on the container. "Of course. I'll
put it in the car."
She walked away. Shane immediately relaxed, went to join his
teammates by the grill.
David followed Yuna to the car.
"Don't," she said when he opened his mouth.
"Just—don't."
"Yuna—"
"He's ashamed of me." Her voice was flat. "Of
my food. Of our culture. Of— " She stopped. "Of half of who he
is."
"He's twelve. He's just trying to fit in—"
"By erasing me." Yuna looked at him. "By
erasing the part of himself that comes from me. That's what fitting in means to
him now."
David didn't have an answer for that.
They stood by the car in silence. Inside the house, they
could hear Shane laughing with his teammates. Being one of the guys. Fitting in
perfectly.
The oak tree in their backyard was thirteen feet tall now.
Growing steadily, year by year, exactly as it should.
Shane was growing too. But he was learning to grow around
obstacles. Learning to prune the parts of himself that didn't fit the shape
other people expected.
Learning that some parts of who he was were
acceptable and some parts needed to stay hidden.
And David didn't know how to teach him otherwise. Didn't
know how to tell a twelve-year-old that fitting in wasn't worth making yourself
smaller.
Because Shane was fitting in. He was thriving in hockey,
beloved by his teammates, respected by his coaches. The version of himself he
showed them—the hockey player, the good kid, the one who didn't stand out
except for his talent—that version was working.
Why would Shane believe that being his whole self was better
when this truncated version was getting him everything he wanted?
The oak tree didn't have to choose. It just grew.
But Shane was learning that growth required choices. And he
was choosing to grow in only certain directions.
David wished he'd learned to stop him sooner.
By thirteen, Shane had stopped speaking Japanese at home
entirely.
"I'm just out of practice," he'd say when Yuna
tried to start a conversation. "It's easier in English."
Yuna stopped trying after a while.
David watched her give up in increments. First the Japanese
at dinner. Then the Japanese bedtime routine. Then the small phrases she used
to pepper into conversation—gambatte for "do
your best," okaeri for "welcome home."
She switched to English. Spoke to Shane the way everyone
else did.
And something in her expression went flat when she did it.
Like she was closing a door and locking it.
At fourteen, Shane made the U15 AAA team. He was getting
serious attention now—scouts at games, coaches from prep schools reaching out,
talk of development programs.
Yuna started going to every game. Not just watching from the
stands, but tracking stats, taking notes, filming Shane's shifts on her phone.
"Why are you recording?" Shane asked after one
game.
"So we can review it later.
See what you did well, what you could improve."
"Coach already does that."
"I know. But it's good to have a second set of
eyes." Yuna pulled up a notepad on her phone. "You had four shots on
goal tonight, but only one on net. You need to work on your accuracy."
Shane blinked. "Okay."
"And your plus-minus was even, which is fine, but we
want to see it positive. You need to be more aware defensively."
David watched this happen. Watched Yuna transform from
mother to analyst. From the person who used to sing Shane songs in Japanese to
the person who tracked his ice time down to the second.
"You're getting intense about this," David said
one night after a game.
"He's talented. Someone needs to make sure he reaches
his potential."
"His coaches —"
"His coaches see him two hours a day. I see him all the
time." Yuna's voice was firm. "If he's going to do this—really do
this—he needs support. Structure. Someone paying attention."
David didn't argue. But he noticed that Yuna had stopped
bringing rice balls to games. Stopped speaking Japanese even at home. Stopped
trying to connect with Shane in the ways she used to.
Now she connected through hockey. Through stats and strategy
and development plans.
Shane seemed to respond to it. Would sit with Yuna after
games and review footage, talk about plays, discuss what he needed to work on.
It was the most engaged David had seen them in years.
But it made him sad in a way he couldn't quite articulate.
Like Yuna had decided that if Shane wouldn't let her be his okāsan,
she'd find another way to be necessary. Another way to matter to him.
The oak tree was fourteen feet tall now. Still growing.
Still there.
Yuna had stopped trying to be the oak tree. Now she was
trying to be the structure that helped Shane grow taller.
David wondered what they'd lost in that transition.
At fifteen, Shane brought it up.
They were at dinner—takeout, because everyone was too busy
for cooking anymore. Shane had practice until seven, David was working late,
Yuna had been at the rink filming.
"I've been thinking about the NHL," Shane said.
David looked up from his food. "Yeah?"
"Coach says if I keep developing the way I am, I could
get drafted. Maybe first round." Shane's voice was careful. Measured.
"But that's only if I do everything right. Make the right teams. Get the
right exposure."
"You're fifteen," David said. "You have
time—"
"I don't, though. Not really." Shane looked at
Yuna. "Mom's been researching it. The development path. What I need to
do."
Yuna nodded. "The OHL draft is next year. If Shane gets
selected by a good team, plays well in juniors, he'll have a clear path to the
NHL draft."
"The OHL," David repeated. Major junior hockey.
Sixteen-year-olds living with billet families, playing seventy games a season,
getting scouted constantly.
"It's the fastest route," Shane said. "Better
than staying in AAA. Better than going to the States for prep school."
"You've thought about this a lot."
"It's all I'm good at."
The words hit David like a punch. "That's not
true— "
"It is, though." Shane's voice was flat. Matter-of-fact. "I'm good at hockey. Really good. Good
enough to maybe make it. And if I don't— " He shrugged. "What else am
I going to do?"
"You're fifteen. You could be good at lots of
things— "
"But I'm not. I'm good at hockey. So
I should do hockey." Shane looked between them. "Right?"
David wanted to argue. Wanted to say that Shane was more
than just a hockey player, that he had value beyond what he could do on the
ice.
But Shane was looking at him with those careful, measuring
eyes. Waiting to see what David wanted to hear.
And David realized: Shane had already decided. This wasn't a
discussion. This was Shane telling them what he'd chosen.
"If that's what you want," David said slowly.
"Then yes. We'll support you."
"It's what I want." Shane said it with certainty.
Like he'd been practicing.
Yuna was already pulling up information on her phone.
"The London Knights have a good track record. So do the Windsor Spitfires.
We should look at which teams have the best development programs."
"You want to move to London?" David asked Shane.
"Or Windsor?"
"Wherever drafts me. If it helps me get to the NHL,
yeah."
Fifteen years old and already willing to move away for
hockey. Fifteen years old and already building his life around this one thing.
The oak tree was fifteen feet tall. Growing in their
backyard, unseen by anyone except them.
Shane was fifteen too. But he wasn't growing like the oak
anymore—straight and true and fully himself.
He was growing toward something. Shaping himself to fit a
very specific path. Pruning away everything that didn't serve that goal.
And David didn't know if that was determination or if it was
something else.
Something sadder.
Shane was drafted by the London Knights in the first round
of the OHL draft at sixteen.
David and Yuna drove him to London in August. Helped him
move into his billet family's house—a nice couple with two kids of their own,
who'd housed Knights players for years.
"You'll call?" David asked at the goodbye.
"Every Sunday." Shane's voice was steady.
Professional. "And you guys can come to games whenever you want. It's only
a couple hours' drive."
"I'll be at as many as I can," Yuna said. "I
already have the schedule."
Shane nodded. This was the relationship they had now.
Hockey. Stats. Development.
David pulled Shane into a hug. Shane went stiff for a
moment, then relaxed slightly. Tolerated it.
"I'm proud of you," David said.
"Thanks, Dad."
They drove back to Ottawa in silence. The house felt too big
without Shane in it. Too quiet.
Yuna threw herself into Shane's hockey career from a
distance. Drove to London for games—sometimes two or three a week. Sat in the
stands with her phone, filming Shane's shifts, tracking his ice time, taking
notes.
David came when he could. Watched Shane play against kids
who were bigger, older, more physical. Watched Shane hold his own anyway. More
than hold his own—dominate.
By his rookie year, Shane was on the first line. By his
second year, he was alternate captain. By his third year—his draft year—he was
the best player in the OHL.
And through it all, Yuna was there. Every game she could
make. Every practice she could film. Every phone call reviewing tape,
discussing strategy, planning his future.
David watched her do this and understood: This was how she
stayed connected to their son. This was how she mattered to him now.
Not through culture or language or the parts of himself
Shane had decided weren't useful. Through hockey. Through the one part of
himself Shane was willing to show the world.
The oak tree in the backyard was nineteen feet tall now.
Still growing. Still reaching upward.
But there was no one there to tell it about practices
anymore. No one to say "Ohayō, tree-san" in the mornings.
The tree grew alone.
Just like it was meant to.
The night before the draft, David found Shane in his hotel
room.
Shane was sitting on the bed in his suit—they'd had final
fittings that afternoon, making sure everything was perfect for tomorrow. He
was staring at his phone, but he put it down when David knocked.
"Hey, Dad."
"Hey." David stepped inside. "You getting nervous?"
"A little." Shane's voice was carefully neutral.
"But I'm ready."
"I know you are." David sat down in the chair by
the window. "You've worked incredibly hard for this."
"Yeah."
They sat in silence for a moment. David looked at his son—nineteen
years old, on the verge of having every dream he'd worked toward come true.
Shane looked calm. Composed. Completely in control.
David knew that look. He'd been seeing variations of it for
over a decade.
"Shane," David said. "I need to tell you
something."
Shane looked up. Something wary crossed his face.
"Okay."
"Tomorrow, when you get drafted—wherever you go,
whatever number they call your name—I want you to know that I'm proud of
you."
"Thanks, Dad."
"No, I mean— " David leaned forward. "I'm
proud of you. Not just because you're an incredible hockey player. Not just
because you're about to be drafted into the NHL. I'm proud of you because
you're my son."
Shane's expression didn't change. "I know."
"Do you?" David held his gaze. "Because I'm
not sure I've told you that enough. That my pride in you isn't conditional.
It's not based on where you get drafted or how you play or what you achieve.
It's just—" He stopped. Tried to find the right words. "You're my
son. That's enough. That's always been enough."
Shane was very still. His face was blank—that careful,
controlled blank that David had learned to recognize.
"I know things have been— " David struggled.
"I know we've all been focused on hockey. On your development. On making
sure you had every opportunity. But I don't want you to think that's all that
matters. That's not all you are."
"It's what I'm good at."
"You're good at a lot of things— "
"It's what matters, though." Shane's voice was
flat. "It's what got me here. It's what— " He stopped. "It's what
I have to offer."
David felt something crack in his chest. "That's not
true."
"Isn't it?" Shane looked at him. Really looked at
him. "What else am I, Dad? Take away the hockey and what's left?"
"Everything. You're— " David's throat was tight.
"You're kind. You're thoughtful. You work hard. You care about people.
You're— "
"Polite. Good at following instructions. Good at being
what people need me to be." Shane's voice was still flat. Factual.
"That's not the same thing as being something."
"Shane— "
"It's okay, Dad. I'm not—I'm not upset about it. I know
what I am. I'm a hockey player. And I'm good at it. That's enough."
Shane's expression didn't change. "It has to be enough."
David wanted to argue. Wanted to grab Shane by the shoulders
and shake him, make him understand that he was so much more than what he could
do on the ice. That the careful, controlled person he'd become wasn't who he
was supposed to be.
But Shane was looking at him with that blank expression,
waiting for David to accept what he'd said and move on. And David had learned,
over the years, that pushing Shane only made him build his walls higher.
"I just need you to know," David said carefully,
"that no matter what happens tomorrow—no matter where you go or how your
career goes—I'm proud of you. I'm proud to be your father. And that doesn't
change. Ever."
Shane nodded. "Thanks, Dad."
"And if you ever want to talk. About anything. Not just
hockey—anything at all—I'm here. You know that, right?"
"I know."
But his voice had that practiced quality. The one that meant
he was saying what David wanted to hear.
David stood up. Walked over to Shane and pulled him into a
hug. Shane went stiff for a second, then relaxed slightly. Let himself be held.
"I love you," David said. "You're my son. And
I love you."
"I love you too, Dad."
David held on a little longer than usual. Hoping Shane could
feel what he was trying to say. Hoping it would sink in somehow, past all the
walls Shane had built.
When he pulled back, Shane was smiling. That polite,
pleasant smile that gave nothing away.
"Get some sleep," David said. "Big day
tomorrow."
"I will. Goodnight, Dad."
"Goodnight, Shane."
David left. Walked back to his own room feeling like he'd
failed some crucial test.
He'd tried to tell Shane that he was more than hockey. That
he was loved unconditionally. That he didn't have to perform to be worthy.
But Shane hadn't heard it. Or maybe he'd heard it and didn't
believe it.
Either way, David had watched his son sit there in his
perfect suit with his perfect posture and his perfect smile,
and known that Shane had learned something David had never meant to
teach him.
That love was something you earned. That value was something
you proved. That the only part of himself worth showing was the part that could
win games.
The oak tree was nineteen feet tall. Growing straight and
true in their backyard, exactly as it should.
Shane was nineteen too. But he'd learned to grow
differently.
David just wished he knew when that had started. When the
shift had happened. When Shane had decided that being himself wasn't enough.
He thought about tomorrow. About Shane getting drafted.
About the next chapter of Shane's life beginning.
And he wondered if Shane would ever learn to take up space
again. To want things. To be more than just what other people needed him to be.
The oak tree didn't have to wonder. It just grew.
Shane had forgotten how to do that.
And David didn't know how to teach him to remember.
The draft was in Montreal. Shane was projected to go in the
top three—maybe first overall, depending on who believed which scouts.
David and Yuna sat at the table, watching Shane down on the
floor in his suit. Nineteen years old, looking like he was trying very hard to
appear calm.
"Nervous?" Yuna asked.
"Terrified," David admitted. "You?"
"I just want it to be over. I want to know where we're
going."
David looked at her. "We?"
"I'm not missing his rookie season. Wherever he goes,
I'll be there." Yuna's voice was matter-of-fact.
"I'll get an apartment. Close to the arena. I can work remotely."
David had known this was coming. Had watched Yuna build her
entire life around Shane's hockey career for the past three years. But hearing
it stated so plainly still hit him hard.
"What about us?" he asked quietly.
Yuna's expression flickered. "You can visit. And I'll
come home when I can. But Shane needs— " She stopped. "He needs
support. Structure. Someone there."
David didn't argue. What was there to argue? Shane was going
to the NHL. Yuna was going to follow him. That's what the last three years had
been building toward.
"I hope it's not Boston," David said, changing the
subject.
"Why not? Boston's a good organization— "
"Because it's too far. Five hours, minimum." David
watched Shane on the floor, surrounded by agents and advisors. "Montreal
is two hours. Ottawa is even closer if they pick him. I want— " He stopped.
"I want to be able to see him play. To visit. To still be part of his
life."
Yuna softened slightly. "He'll always be part of your
life."
"Will he?" David heard the bitterness in his own
voice and tried to tamp it down. "He barely calls now unless it's to talk
hockey with you. When's the last time we had a conversation that wasn't about
his stats or his development plan?"
"He's focused. That's good— "
"Is it? Or is it all he knows how to be anymore?"
Yuna didn't answer.
The commissioner stepped up to the podium.
"With the first overall selection in the 2009 NHL Entry
Draft, the Boston Bruins select... from the Russian Super League... Ilya
Rozanov."
The crowd erupted. A tall Russian kid stood up, pulled on a
Boston jersey, smiled for the cameras.
David felt his chest loosen. Not Boston. Shane wouldn't go
to Boston.
He looked over at Shane. Shane's face had fallen—just for a
second, something like devastation crossing his expression—before he rearranged
it into careful neutrality.
David frowned. Why would Shane care that Boston picked
someone else? Why would Shane look devastated that he wasn't going to Boston
when just last night David had told him— 
Oh.
David's chest tightened for a different reason.
"Montreal's up next," Yuna said, gripping David's
hand. "This is it."
David was still watching Shane. Watching the way Shane's
eyes tracked Rozanov as he walked to the stage. Watching the careful way Shane
held his expression blank.
"With the second overall selection, the Montreal
Voyageurs select... from the London Knights... Shane Hollander."
The relief was instant and overwhelming for David. Montreal.
Two hours away. He could see games. Could visit. Could still be part of Shane's
life.
Shane stood up, pulled on the Montreal jersey, smiled for
the cameras. The smile looked real—bright, excited, everything it should be.
But David had seen what came before. Had seen the
devastation when Boston picked first. Had seen the way Shane looked at Rozanov.
Shane walked to the stage. As he passed the Boston table,
his eyes found Rozanov again. Rozanov was watching him with an intensity that
seemed strange for someone who'd just been drafted first overall.
Their eyes met. Something passed between them—something
David couldn't name but could feel from where he sat.
Then Shane looked away, climbed the stage, shook hands with
Montreal's GM.
"He's staying close," Yuna said, and David could
hear the relief in her voice. "Montreal. That's perfect."
"Yeah." David watched Shane pose for photos with
his new jersey. "Perfect."
But he couldn't stop thinking about that look. About Shane's
face when Boston picked Rozanov. About the way his nineteen-year-old son had
looked devastated for just a second before locking it all away.
David had been elated that Shane was going to Montreal.
Close to home. Easy to visit.
But Shane—Shane had wanted Boston, or maybe not Boston
specifically but had just wanted to be first. And David didn't understand why,
but he knew with sudden certainty that this mattered. That whatever was
happening between Shane and that Russian kid, it was important.
It was something Shane was hiding.
Just like Shane hid everything that mattered now.
Shane's rookie season was solid. He made the team out of
camp, earned a spot on the first line by December, put up respectable numbers
for a first-year player.
David and Yuna drove to Montreal for games. Two hours—easy
enough to make it for home games, some of the away games when they were close.
Yuna went to more than David did. She'd film Shane's shifts from the stands,
track his stats, call him after to review.
David visited when he could. Watched Shane play with
professional precision. Watched him give perfect interviews. Watched him become
exactly what Montreal needed him to be.
By his third season, Shane was alternate captain. By his fifth,
captain. The youngest in Montreal's history.
David called to congratulate him. Shane said all the right
things—honoured, humbled, ready for the responsibility. His voice had that
professional quality it always had now. Polished. Controlled.
"Are you happy?" David asked.
A pause. "Of course. This is—it's an honour."
"That's not what I asked."
"I'm happy, Dad. Really."
But his voice said: I'm saying what you want to hear. Please
don't push.
David didn't push
Shane came home sometimes. Brief visits during the
off-season. A few days here and there.
He was pleasant. Charming. Easy to be around.
But he wasn't there. Not really. He sat on their couch and
smiled and answered questions about the season, but it felt like talking to a
stranger who happened to look like their son.
David would watch Shane interact with them and think about
the oak tree. Twenty-three feet tall now. Twenty-four. Twenty-five.
The tree had grown exactly as it should. Strong and solid
and fully itself.
Shane had grown into something else. Something polished and
professional and completely unreachable.
David didn't know when he'd lost his son. Didn't know if
there'd been a specific moment or if it had happened in increments, so slowly
he hadn't noticed until it was done.
But Shane was gone. The kid who used to pat the oak tree and
say "Ohayō, tree-san"
was gone. The kid who used to light up when he made a good play was gone.
What was left was a hockey player. An excellent one. A
successful one.
But David couldn't find his son anywhere inside that success
Shane made Team Canada for the 2014 Olympics. David and Yuna
watched from home in Ottawa—the time difference meant early mornings and late
nights, but they didn't miss a game.
Shane was playing incredible hockey. Sharp, focused, exactly
as good as everyone had said he'd be. Maybe better.
But David noticed something was off even through the TV
screen. The way Shane's face would go blank between shifts. The way he'd stare
at something off-camera with an expression David
couldn't read.
Russia lost in the quarterfinals on home ice. David watched
the Finnish team celebrate while Russian players stood stunned.
The cameras found Ilya Rozanov—number 81, Boston's
captain—standing at center ice, devastated.
David watched Shane in Canada's next game. Shane played perfectly—assisted on two goals, solid defensively,
everything his coaches could ask for.
But something in his face was wrong. Empty. Like he was
going through the motions.
"He doesn't look happy," Yuna said quietly.
"No," David agreed. "He doesn't."
Canada kept winning. Shane kept playing well—exceptional,
even. The commentators praised his composure, his skill, his leadership.
But David saw what the cameras didn't. The way Shane's eyes
were hollow. The way his smile during interviews never reached his face.
Canada won gold. Shane celebrated with his teammates, lifted
the medal, said all the right things.
But his eyes were empty.
Three days after the gold medal game, Shane showed up at
their door in Ottawa.
"Can I stay here for a few days?"
"Of course. Are you—"
Shane walked inside. Stood in the entryway. And started
crying.
Not the careful, controlled version of Shane. The real
version. The one David hadn't seen in years.
Shane collapsed into David's arms and sobbed. Desperate,
broken, the sound of someone who'd been holding something in for too long.
"What happened?" David asked, holding his son.
"Shane, what's wrong?"
"I can't—" Shane's voice was wrecked. "I
can't talk about it. I just—I need—"
"Okay. It's okay. You don't have to talk about
it."
But David's mind was racing. Shane had won gold. Had played
exceptionally well. His team had won. He should be celebrating.
Instead, he was here, falling apart, unable to explain why.
Shane stayed for three days. Barely left his room. Barely
ate. Sat in the backyard staring at the oak tree—twenty-four feet tall now,
fully mature, exactly the same age as Shane.
On the third day, David found him out there.
"You know you can talk to me," David said.
"About anything."
Shane didn't look at him. "You can't help. No one can
help."
"Try me."
Shane shook his head. "If I start talking, I won't
stop. And I—" His voice cracked. "I can't. Not with you. Not with
anyone."
"Why not?"
"Because." Shane's jaw was tight. "Because
I'm not ready. Because if I say it out loud it becomes real. Because—" He
stopped. "Because you can't fix this, Dad. No one can."
David sat beside him under the oak tree. They'd planted it
together. Shane had grown up beside it. And now Shane was sitting here refusing
to tell David what had broken him.
"Whatever it is," David said quietly,
"whatever you're dealing with—I love you. That doesn't change."
Shane nodded. His throat worked.
"I love you too."
But he didn't say anything else. And the next day, he went
back to Montreal. Back to hockey. Back to being the version of himself that
gave nothing away.
David stood in the backyard and looked at the oak tree.
Twenty-four years old. Fully mature. Strong and solid.
Shane was twenty-four too. But something in him had broken
in Sochi. Something David couldn't see and couldn't fix.
And Shane wouldn't let him try.
David didn't know what had happened in Russia. But he
thought about the way Shane's face had looked between shifts. The way Shane had
stared at something off-camera. The way Shane had come
home with a gold medal around his neck and devastation in his eyes.
Something had happened. Something Shane couldn't or wouldn't
talk about.
And David had no idea how to help.
The game was Montreal versus Boston. David was watching from
home—Yuna had driven to Montreal for it, was in the stands.
David saw it happen in real time. Boston defenseman—Marleau,
number 4—caught Shane coming around the net. Clean hit, shoulder to chest.
But Shane's head snapped back against the glass. He
crumpled.
He didn't get up.
David was on his feet, heart pounding, watching medical
staff swarm. Watching them stabilize Shane's neck. Bring out the spine board.
The cervical collar.
He grabbed his phone and called Yuna.
"I'm already here," she said. Her voice was
shaking. "They're taking him to the hospital. I'll call you when I know
something."
Four hours. Four hours before David got the call.
Concussion. Broken collarbone. Out for the season.
David drove to Montreal immediately. Got there late that
night.
Shane was in his hospital room, still under observation.
Pale. Exhausted. The cervical collar still on even though they'd cleared his
spine.
"You didn't have to come," Shane said when he saw
him.
"Of course I came," David said.
Yuna was already there, sitting in the chair by Shane's bed.
She'd been there since they brought him in.
They stayed through the night, taking turns sleeping in the
uncomfortable chairs. In the morning, Yuna went to Shane s apartment to shower
and change. David stayed.
"I'm going to get coffee," David said around 7:30.
"You want anything?"
"I'm okay," Shane said.
David headed down to the cafeteria. The hospital coffee was
terrible, but it was hot and caffeinated. He took his time, giving Shane a
chance to rest without someone hovering.
When he came back up to Shane's floor at 8:15, he saw
someone stepping out of Shane's room.
Ilya Rozanov. Still in street clothes from the night
before—jeans, button-down, Boston jacket. He looked exhausted. Like he'd been awake
all night.
He stopped when he saw David. Something flickered across his
face—guilt, maybe? Or fear.
"Mr. Hollander." He nodded. "I was—
just checking on Shane. Sportsmanship, you know? When player
is hurt, even opponent, it is right thing to do."
"At eight in the morning?"
Rozanov's jaw tightened. "I am leaving today. Back to
Boston. Playoffs starting. I wanted to say goodbye. To wish Shane well with
recovery before I go."
"That's kind of you."
"Is not kind. Is—" Rozanov hesitated. "Shane
is exceptional player. Exceptional person. I am very sorry he is hurt."
There was something in his voice. Something more than
professional courtesy.
David extended his hand. "David Hollander."
Rozanov shook it. His grip was firm. "Ilya Rozanov. It
is honor to meet you. Your son is—" He stopped. "He is very
special."
"You've known each other a long time," David
observed.
"Since World Juniors. 2009." Something passed
across Rozanov's face. "Long time."
"You seem close."
"We are—" Rozanov paused. "Rivals. But
respectful rivals. We push each other to be better. When one of us is hurt, it
is—" He gestured vaguely. "It matters. To the sport. To the
competition."
The explanation felt rehearsed.
"Well, thank you for checking on him," David said.
"Of course." Rozanov glanced back at Shane's room.
"Please tell him— " He stopped. "Tell him I will see him next
season."
He walked away.
David stood in the hallway for a moment, coffee in hand,
thinking about that interaction. About the exhaustion on Rozanov's face. About
the way he'd been there all night, apparently.
About the way he'd looked when he said Shane was special.
David pushed open the door to Shane's room.
Shane was staring at the ceiling. His jaw was tight. His
eyes were red.
"Hey," David said gently. "How are you
feeling?"
"Fine." Shane's voice was rough. "Did you—did
you talk to Ilya?"
Ilya. Not Rozanov. First names.
"Briefly. He seems like a good guy."
"He is." Shane's throat worked. "He's—yeah.
He's good."
David sat down in the chair by the bed. Looked at his
son—twenty-six years old, broken collarbone, concussed, lying in a hospital bed
after the hit that ended his season.
And all Shane seemed to care about was whether David had
talked to Ilya Rozanov.
David thought about Sochi. About Shane coming home
devastated. About the way Shane had just said "Ilya" with something
raw and unguarded in his voice.
He thought about all the pieces he'd been seeing for years
without putting them together.
David sat in silence for a moment. Watched Shane stare at
the ceiling with those red-rimmed eyes.
"Shane," David said carefully. "Is there
something you want to tell me?"
Shane went very still. His eyes were fixed on the ceiling.
"No," he said. "I'm just—I'm tired. From the
hit."
"Okay." David didn't push. Didn't want to push
Shane further away when he was already this fragile. "Get some rest."
Shane nodded. Closed his eyes.
But David saw the tear that slipped down his cheek when he
thought David wasn't looking anymore.
Shane was discharged after three days. David and Yuna took
him back to his apartment in Montreal to pack some things, then brought him
home to Ottawa.
"I should stay in Montreal," Shane protested
weakly. "Be there for the team—"
"You can support your team from Ottawa," Yuna said
firmly. "You need to rest. Let us take care of you."
Shane didn't have the energy to argue.
Back in Ottawa, Shane set up in his old room. David and Yuna
hovered—bringing food, checking on him, making sure he took his medication.
Shane watched the playoffs from their couch. Montreal lost
in the first round without him knocked out in five games. Shane sat through the
final game in silence, jaw tight, watching his team fall apart.
Boston played New York in the second round. Shane watched
those games with an intensity that seemed about more than just hockey. Whenever
Rozanov was on screen Shane went very still. His
eyes tracked every movement.
New York knocked Boston out in game seven. Overtime. Brutal
loss.
That night, Shane went to bed early. Just stood up abruptly
during the post-game coverage and disappeared upstairs without a word.
David found him later, lying in the dark, staring at the
ceiling.
"You okay?"
"Fine." Shane's voice was flat. "Just
tired."
He wasn't fine. But David had learned by now that pushing
didn't work.
Shane stayed with them for the rest of the play offs. Healed
slowly. Did his physical therapy.
He was on his phone more than usual. Texting someone,
smiling at the screen in unguarded moments. Taking calls in his room with the
door closed, voice low and warm in a way David rarely heard.
"He seems better," Yuna observed one night.
"Happier."
"He's talking to someone."
"I noticed." She paused. "Do you think it's a
girlfriend?"
David thought about the hospital. About the way Shane had
asked about Rozanov. About hours-long phone calls and the expression on Shane's
face when he thought no one was watching.
"Maybe," David said.
But he was starting to wonder.
The finals were Dallas versus New York.
They watched game six together—David, Yuna, and Shane on the
couch. New York was up 3-2 in the series. One more win and they'd take the Cup.
It was a tight game. Physical. Brutal. Tied 2-2 going into
the third period.
New York scored with four minutes left. Scott Hunter buried
a rebound past Dallas's goalie.
The arena erupted.
When the final buzzer sounded, New York spilled over the
boards. Players piling on top of each other, helmets flying, the chaos of
victory. And then Scott Hunter skated toward the bench. He waved wildly towards
a man in the stands. Hunter waved him onto the ice, and the man stepped through
the gate, and Hunter grabbed him and kissed him.
On live television. In front of everyone.
David's breath caught.
The cameras stayed on them for a moment—Hunter and his man,
kissing on center ice while the arena roared around them. Then the broadcast
cut away to show the handshake line.
Shane was frozen on the couch. Staring at the screen with an
expression David couldn't read.
"Well," Yuna said carefully. "That's—that's
wonderful for them."
Shane's phone buzzed in his hand.
He looked down at it. Something flickered across his
face—shock, hope, something raw and desperate.
"I need to—" Shane stood abruptly. "Excuse
me."
He disappeared upstairs. David heard his bedroom door close.
David and Yuna sat in silence for a moment, listening to the
celebration on TV.
"That was brave," Yuna said quietly. "What
Hunter just did."
"Yeah."
"Do you think— " She stopped. "Do you think
that's why Shane seemed so affected?"
David thought about Shane's face when Hunter kissed his
boyfriend. About the phone call Shane had just run upstairs to take.
"I don't know," he said.
But he was starting to have suspicions
Shane came back downstairs an hour later. His eyes were red.
His expression was strange raw and hopeful and terrified all at once.
"You okay?" David asked.
"Yeah." Shane's voice was rough. "Just—a lot.
Seeing Hunter do that. It's big."
"It is."
Shane sat back down on the couch. Picked up his phone, then
set it down. Picked it up again.
"You can talk to us," Yuna said gently.
"About anything. You know that, right?"
Shane looked at her. Something passed across his face—the
urge to speak, to tell them, to finally say what he'd been carrying.
Then it was gone.
"I know," Shane said. "Thanks, Mom."
He went to bed shortly after. David heard him on the phone
again through the door—speaking quietly, voice thick with emotion.
By late May, Shane was cleared to travel. Ready to finish
his recovery somewhere quieter.
"I'm going to the cottage," Shane said at
breakfast one morning.
"That's a good idea," Yuna said. "You could
use some peace and quiet."
Shane had bought the cottage last year a place near theirs,
tucked away in the woods. He'd mentioned it once or twice, but David had never
been inside.
"I'll be there most of the summer. If you want to
visit."
"We'd love to."
"Okay. I'll let you know when I'm settled."
He left the next day. Hugged them goodbye—still careful,
still somewhat distant, but warmer than usual.
"Take care of yourself," David said.
"I will."
David and Yuna stood in the driveway, watching him go.
"He's still hiding something," Yuna said quietly.
"I know."
They gave Shane two weeks at the cottage. David tried to
give him space—tried to trust that Shane would reach out if he needed anything.
But Shane had been concussed. Had broken his collarbone. Had
missed the end of his season, watched his team lose without him, watched Boston
lose and gone to bed devastated. And now he was alone in a cottage in the
woods, and David hadn't heard from him in days.
The calls were getting shorter. More distracted. Shane kept
saying he was fine, but David could hear something in his voice. Something that
made him worry.
"I'm going to check on him," David said Saturday
morning.
"He said he's fine," Yuna pointed out.
"He always says he's fine." David grabbed his
keys. "I'll be back in a bit."
The drive took fifteen minutes. Shane's cottage was tucked
away, private, surrounded by trees.
There was one car in the driveway when David arrived.
Shane's.
David's shoulders relaxed slightly. At least Shane was here.
He walked to the door and knocked. No answer. He tried the
handle—unlocked.
"Shane?" he called, stepping inside.
No response. But he could hear something from outside.
Voices. Laughter.
David walked through the cottage. A Boston hoodie draped
over the couch.
His stomach dropped.
He reached the back door and looked out the window toward
the dock.
Shane and Ilya Rozanov were standing there, wet from
swimming. Standing close. Shane was laughing at something Rozanov had
said—really laughing, unguarded and bright in a way David hadn't seen in years.
Then Rozanov's hand came up to cup Shane's face. And they
kissed.
David's breath stopped.
Shane was gay. Shane was with Ilya Rozanov. Shane had been
hiding this for—how long? Years? A decade?
And Shane had never gotten to tell him.
David had just walked in and stolen that from him. Stolen
Shane's right to come out on his own terms, in his own time, when he was ready.
Shane and Rozanov broke apart and turned toward the cottage.
They saw David through the window.
The terror on Shane's face was immediate and complete.
David stepped back from the door. He turned and walked out
of the cottage, got in his car, and drove away.
His hands were shaking on the steering wheel.
He'd done it again taken— something
from Shane that could never be returned.
David drove back to his cottage in silence.
His hands were still shaking when he pulled into the
driveway. He sat there for a moment, staring at the steering wheel, trying to
figure out what to say.
How to explain what he'd just done.
He walked inside. Yuna was in the kitchen, making tea.
"How's Shane?" she asked without turning around.
"He's— " David's voice came out rough. "He'll
be here soon. He's coming over."
Yuna turned. Something in his face must have alarmed her
because her expression shifted immediately.
"David, what's going on?"
"Shane needs to tell you himself."
"Tell me what?"
"Yuna." David's throat was tight. "My love.
Shane deserves to tell you himself. Please."
He saw her face change—confusion giving way to worry, worry
giving way to understanding that something significant had happened.
"Okay," she said quietly. "Okay."
They sat in the living room and waited.
David kept replaying it in his mind. The Boston hoodie on
the couch. Shane and Rozanov on the dock, laughing. The kiss. The terror on
Shane's face when he saw David watching.
I cannot take this away from him too.
But he already had. He'd already stolen Shane's right to
come out on his own terms. The least he could do now was let Shane tell Yuna
himself.
Twenty minutes later, a car pulled up outside.
David heard two doors close. Footsteps on the porch.
Shane knocked. Like he didn't live here. Like he needed
permission to enter.
David opened the door.
Shane stood there looking pale and terrified. Behind him,
Ilya Rozanov hovered—taller than David remembered, dressed in jeans and a
t-shirt, his face carefully blank but his eyes tracking every movement David
made.
"Come in," David said.
They came inside. Rozanov stayed half a step behind Shane,
protective, like he was ready to step between Shane and danger if necessary.
David recognized the body language. The loyalty. The way
Rozanov's attention was completely focused on Shane—reading his face, his
breathing, ready to intervene if needed.
Shane took a breath.
"Dad. Mom. I need to tell you something."
His voice shook. Rozanov's hand moved slightly—not touching Shane, but close. Ready.
"I'm gay," Shane said. The words came out rushed,
like he'd been holding them for years. "Which I was gonna
tell you soon. I'm sorry I didn't tell you sooner."
He gestured toward Rozanov. "And this is Ilya.
Rozanov."
"Hi," Rozanov said. His voice was careful.
Neutral.
David watched Yuna's face. Saw the shock, the processing,
the pieces falling into place.
"He's visiting," Shane continued. "And we're,
uh—"
"Lovers," Rozanov supplied.
Shane winced. "No, Ilya, that's gross."
Despite everything, David almost smiled. The normalcy of
it—Shane being embarrassed by his boyfriend's word choice.
"But you hate him," Yuna said, looking between
them.
"No. I mean, I get that, but no, I actually..."
Shane's voice softened. "I love him. Can we just sit down?"
This wasn't casual. This wasn't new.
"Let's sit in the kitchen," David said.
They moved to the kitchen table. Shane and Rozanov sat on
one side. David and Yuna on the other. Shane needed a moment. Needed to not be
standing there being judged.
The conversation unfolded in pieces after that. Questions
and answers. When did this start. How long have you been together. Does anyone
else know.
Shane's voice breaking when he said "Rookie year"
like it was a confession.
"Before that," Rozanov added quietly. When David
looked at him, Rozanov's jaw was set. "We have known each other since
2009. Since World Juniors. Before draft."
Before the draft. Before Shane went to Montreal and Rozanov
to Boston. Before they became rivals.
David thought about Shane's face on the draft floor. The way
he'd looked at the Boston table.
Eight years. They'd been doing this for eight years.
Yuna asked more questions. Gentle ones, careful ones. Does
Montreal know? What happens now?
Shane answered each one, his voice gradually steadying as it
became clear they weren't going to throw him out.
Rozanov stayed quiet unless directly addressed. His accent
was thicker than it had been in the hospital—stress, probably. Fear.
Finally, Yuna stood.
"I need a minute 
Shane glanced at Rozanov. Something passed between them—a
silent conversation.
Shane stood up, grabbed Yuna's sweater and followed her
outside.
David heard them go outside—probably to the porch, or the
backyard.
He was alone with Ilya Rozanov.
Rozanov sat very still, hands flat on the table. His eyes
tracked the doorway where Shane had disappeared.
"They're okay," David said.
"You do not know that."
"I know my wife. She's not going to hurt him."
Rozanov didn't respond. Just kept staring at the doorway,
tense as a wire.
David studied him. Up close, without the fear and adrenaline
of the hospital, Rozanov looked young. Twenty-six, but something in his face
made him seem younger—or maybe older. Hard to tell.
"You were at the hospital," David said.
"After the hit."
"Yes."
"You stayed all night."
Rozanov's jaw tightened. "Yes, in waiting room."
"That's dedication. For a rival."
"Shane is not— " Rozanov stopped. His accent
thickened. "He is not just rival. He is— " He gestured, frustrated.
"I do not have English for this. He is everything."
The words were simple. Blunt. But the way Rozanov said
them—raw, desperate, like he was confessing something he couldn't take
back—made David believe him.
"How long have you loved him?"
Rozanov looked at him sharply. Searching for the trap.
"Long time," he said finally. "Very long
time."
"And he loves you?"
"Yes." No hesitation. Absolute certainty.
"Good," David said.
Rozanov blinked. "Good?"
"If my son is going to hide a relationship for eight
years, I'm glad it's with someone who loves him like that."
Something in Rozanov's face cracked. He looked away quickly,
blinking hard.
"I would do anything for him," Rozanov said
quietly. "Anything. You understand? I would—" He stopped. Swallowed.
"If you try to hurt him, I will—"
"I'm not going to hurt him."
"You say this now. But you saw us. You were not
supposed to see. And now Shane cannot—" His voice broke slightly. "He
wanted to tell you. When he was ready. On his terms. And you took that from
him."
The words hit David like a punch.
"I know," David said quietly. "You're right.
I did."
Rozanov stared at him. Like he hadn't expected agreement.
"I should have left the moment I realized he had
company," David continued. "I should have turned around and given him
the chance to tell me himself. But I didn't. And now he doesn't get that
choice. And I— " His throat tightened. "I can't give that back to
him."
Rozanov was quiet for a long moment.
"No," he said finally. "You cannot."
They sat in silence.
"I won't hurt him," David said. "Or you. I
promise."
Rozanov searched his face. Looking for the lie, the trap,
the moment David's acceptance would turn into something else.
"Okay," he said finally. But he didn't relax.
Didn't stop watching the doorway where Shane had gone.
Loyal, David thought. Skittish. Terrified but refusing to
back down.
He understood why Shane loved him.
Shane and Yuna came back after twenty minutes. Shane's eyes
were red but his face was lighter. Yuna had her arm
around him.
"Okay," Shane said, sitting back down. Rozanov's
hand immediately found his under the table. "So. Questions?"
They stayed for another hour. Talking, explaining, slowly
unwinding years of secrecy.
By the time they left, it was dark. Shane hugged them both
goodbye at the door longer than usual, tighter.
"Thank you," he said into David's shoulder.
"For—for not— "
"I love you," David said. "That doesn't
change."
Shane's breath hitched. "I love you too."
Rozanov shook their hands. His grip was firm, but David
could still feel the tremor in it.
"Thank you," Rozanov said. "For being—for
not— " He gestured vaguely. "For being good to Shane."
"Always," Yuna said gently.
They drove away. David and Yuna stood on the porch, watching
the taillights disappear.
"He was terrified," Yuna said quietly. "Ilya.
He thought you were going to hit him."
David's stomach turned. "What?"
Her voice was thick. "That's what he expected.
Violence."
David thought about Rozanov's body language. The way he'd
positioned himself between Shane and David. The tremor in his handshake.
"We did that," Yuna continued. "We created a
world where our son was too afraid to tell us who he loved. Where his boyfriend
expected us to hurt him."
David didn't have an answer for that.
They went back inside.
Ilya left for Boston three days later. Training camp was
starting. He had to go.
Shane stayed. Said he wanted a few more days before heading
back to Montreal for his own training camp.
David suspected Shane wanted to talk.
They'd been careful around each other since the
cottage—polite, gentle, neither quite sure how to be now that the secret was
out.
On the second day after Ilya left, David found Shane sitting
under the oak tree in the backyard.
The tree was twenty-six years old now. Tall and strong, its
branches spreading wide. Mature.
Shane was leaning against the trunk, staring at nothing.
"Hey," David said.
Shane looked up. "Hey."
"Can I sit?"
"Yeah. Of course."
David sat down beside him. They were quiet for a moment,
listening to the leaves rustle overhead.
"I planted this tree when you were six months
old," David said.
Shane looked at him. "Really?"
"Yeah. Right after I cut off my parents."
Shane went still. "You cut them off?"
"My father came to see you when you were three days
old. He— " David stopped. "He said some things. About you. About your
mom. Things I couldn't let slide."
"What kind of things?"
David told him. About the crib his father had helped build.
About the visit, the comments, the racism wrapped in concern. About the phone
call with his mother, the ultimatum.
"I told them they weren't welcome until they could look
at you and see someone to love instead of someone to worry about," David
said. "And they never did. So I never let them
back in."
Shane's throat worked. "I didn't know that."
"I didn't want you to know. I wanted you to grow up
without that weight." David paused. "But maybe that was wrong. Maybe
I should have told you. So you'd understand that I
chose you. That I've always chosen you."
"I never doubted that."
"Didn't you?" David looked at him. "You hid
who you were from me for eight years. You thought I wouldn't accept you. You
thought I'd— " He stopped. "What did you think I'd do, Shane?"
Shane was quiet for a long time.
"I don't know," he said finally. "I just—I
knew it would change things. And I didn't want things to change."
"Change how?"
"I don't know." Shane's voice was rough. "I
just knew that if I told you, I'd have to see your face when you found out. And
I'd have to watch you process it. And I'd have to deal with " He gestured
vaguely. "All of it. The questions. The worry. The way you'd look at me
differently."
"I don't look at you differently."
"You do, though." Shane's voice was gentle but
firm. "Not in a bad way. Just—different. You're
being careful with me now. Like I'm fragile. Like you might say the wrong
thing."
David couldn't deny that.
"I'm sorry," he said.
"Don't be. I get it. This is—it's a lot." Shane
paused. "I'm sorry too. For not telling you sooner. For making you find
out like that."
"I'm the one who walked in."
"I know. But I should have told you years ago. I should
have trusted you."
"Why didn't you?"
Shane was quiet for a long moment. Thinking.
"Because I didn't want to disappoint you," he said
finally.
The words hit David like a physical blow.
"Shane— "
"I know that's not rational. I know you would have been
fine with it. But I just— " Shane's voice cracked. "I spent my whole
life trying to be what you needed me to be. The good kid. The polite kid. The
hockey player. And this was the one thing I couldn't control. The one thing I
couldn't make fit."
David stared at him. "What I needed you to be?"
"Yeah."
"Shane, I never—I never asked you to be anything other
than yourself."
 You didn't have to ask." Shane looked at him. "I
just knew. From the time I was little. I knew my job was to make things easy.
To not cause problems. To not make you worry."
"That's not— " David stopped. Thought about all the
times Shane had said "okay, Daddy" without hesitation. The way he'd
stopped speaking Japanese. The way he'd made himself smaller, quieter, easier
to manage.
David swallowed. "You are my son," he said. "I love you.
There is nothing you could be, nothing you could do, that would ever change
that. And I m sorry I didn t make that clear when you needed it most." 
"I know that. Now. But when I was a kid— " Shane
shrugged. "I don't know. I just learned that being easy was how you kept
people happy. And I wanted to keep you happy."
"At the cost of yourself."
Shane's voice was very quiet.
 "Can I ask you something?" 
David nodded.
 "Is there—" Shane stopped. Swallowed.  "Is there anything I
could ever do that would make you hurt me?" 
David froze.
Not because the answer was hard. Because the question was.
 "Hurt you?"  he said.
Shane nodded once. He didn t look at David.  "Be angry enough
to stop loving me. To decide I wasn't—"   He shook his head.  "To make me afraid
of you." 
David felt something break open in his chest.
" No, " he said immediately. Too fast. Then he slowed himself
down. " No. Shane. Never. There is nothing you could do that would make me hurt
you. Nothing. "
Shane let out a breath that sounded like it had been held
for years
David thought about the oak tree. About planting it to
shelter Shane. About how shelter could become cage.
"I'm sorry," David said. His voice was rough.
"I'm so sorry. I never wanted—I thought I was protecting you. From my
parents, from the world, from people who would judge you. But instead I just made you feel like you couldn't be
yourself."
"You did protect me," Shane said quietly.
"You cut off your parents for me. You've always shown up. You've always
been there."
"But you still couldn't tell me about Ilya."
"No."
The word hung in the air between them.
David was quiet for a moment.
 "You know," he said finally, "I've been thinking about that.
About the cottage." 
Shane tensed slightly.
"Ilya thought I might hurt you," David continued. "That I
might be angry. Or say the wrong thing. Or make you feel unsafe."
Shane nodded. "He didn't know—" 
"No," David said gently. "He didn't. But he loved you enough
to protect you anyway."
He looked at Shane. Really looked at him.
"How could I be angry," David said quietly, "when someone
loves my son that much?" 
Shane's eyes burned. He blinked hard.
"He was scared,"  Shane said.
 "I know." David paused.  "And so were you." 
"Tell me about him," David said.
Shane looked at him, surprised.
"Tell me about Ilya. How you met. What he's like. Why
you love him." David paused. "I want to know you
Shane. Really know. Not just—" He gestured vaguely. "Not just the
performance. The real thing."
Shane's expression flickered. Something uncertain and
hopeful.
"Okay," he said quietly. "Okay."
And he told him.

    





  










Afterword


    
        
          End Notes

          Please tell me if any of the Japanese is wrong. I took one semester of Japanese in undergrad, and I was not good at it.

 

I also made a threads account (well, a second one) if anyone wants to come yap at me.

https://www.threads.com/@hh_arrowao3


        


    


  Please drop by the Archive and comment to let the creator know if you enjoyed their work!








