

  Preface


  
    A Study On Indirect Light

    Posted originally on the Archive of Our Own at https://archiveofourown.org/works/84922411.
  


  
    
          	Rating:

          	Mature

          	Archive Warning:

          	No Archive Warnings Apply

          	Fandoms:

          	Heated Rivalry (TV), Game Changers | Heated Rivalry - All Media Types, Game Changers Series - Rachel Reid

          	Relationships:

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

          	Characters:

          	Ilya Rozanov, Yuna Hollander, Shane Hollander

          	Additional Tags:

          	Good Parents David Hollander/Yuna Hollander, POV Yuna Hollander, Established Relationship, Married Shane Hollander/Ilya Rozanov, Japanese Character(s), Coming Out, Grief/Mourning, Ilya Rozanov Misses Irina Rozanova, Emotional Hurt/Comfort, Angst with a Happy Ending, Ilya Rozanov Loves Shane Hollander, Shane Hollander Loves Ilya Rozanov, Found Family


        	Language:

        	English


        	Series:

        	Part 5 of A Formal Study of the Heart

      	Stats:

      	
        Published: 2026-05-15
        Words: 17,878
        Chapters: 1/1
      

    

    








A Study On Indirect Light

    by HH_Arrow

      Summary

      Yuna Hollander has spent thirty years learning to love her son from a careful distance and calling it respect. When Shane finally comes out, she has to reckon with what that distance actually was — and what it cost him to grow up inside it. The years after are about learning to stop watching him sideways.
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        Hello everyone:

I've been working on this for a while. I hope y'all like this

Content warnings
-Reference to parental outing without consent (discussed, not depicted)
-Disordered eating/control behaviours (referenced obliquely, not depicted directly); very obliquely. Like I wrote this and I missed where it was referenced a couple times
-Grief and loss (parental death; Ilya's mother)
-Emotional neglect (unintentional; examined critically); Yuna has some guilt that she works through
-Homophobia (internalized and social; historical, not graphically depicted)
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A Study On Indirect Light

    
      She has always known how to watch him without looking.
This is a thing she learned early, when he was small enough to carry and already proud enough to hate being carried — the way you had to observe him sideways, catch him in your peripheral vision, because looking directly made him fold up and perform. She learned to watch him in mirrors, in windows, in the faces of other people watching him. She learned the grammar of his absence: what it meant when he went quiet, what it meant when he laughed too readily, when he held himself at a particular angle that meant he was somewhere else entirely, working something out alone. She became an expert in the negative space of him. She could have drawn him from the shadow he cast.
She had thought, for a long time, that this was the same as knowing him.
She is sitting in her kitchen. The tea she made has gone cold. This has been happening more often lately — she makes tea and then gets absorbed in something, some thread of thought she cannot let go of, and comes back to find the cup sitting there cool and useless while the thought has gone nowhere and resolved nothing. Outside the window the garden is doing what it does in early November, which is mostly dying in a way that looks, if you catch it right, almost deliberate. She has always loved this time of year for that reason. The way things give themselves up without argument. The way the garden releases everything it has been holding and lets the cold come in and does not fight it.
She has been thinking about fighting. About all the things she did not fight for.
How old was he?
She keeps coming back to this. Her boy — how old had he been, the first time? The first time he had understood that there was something in him he could not say out loud. How long had he carried it before it had a name, before it became a thing he could hold still long enough to look at? She thinks about his billet family in London, the couple with the two kids, the nice house only a couple of hours' drive from theirs. She thinks about Shane at sixteen in a strange bed in a strange room, staring at a ceiling she has never seen, in the dark, working something out alone the way he worked everything out — methodically, privately, without asking for help, because he had decided somewhere along the way that asking for help was a form of weakness and weakness was the one thing he could not afford.
She hopes it was there. A small, shameful part of her hopes the ceiling he stared at was one she had never seen. She does not know how to ask him to forgive her if it was theirs. If he had lain awake in his childhood room with the posters she had helped him hang and the trophies on the shelf and the soft sunlight diffusing through curtains that they had picked out together as a way to give space for Shane's blossoming adulthood, working through something that should not have required working through alone.
What had she missed? His first real crush — she does not know who. Does not know when. Does not know if it had been terrifying or just confusing or both at once, the way things often are when you are fifteen and discovering the shape of yourself. She wonders whether it would have been less frightening, caused him less pain, if she had noticed sooner. Been better. Looked closer. She is aware that this is a kind of magical thinking — the idea that her attention could have been a shield against the world, as if the world would have cared. But she thinks about it anyway. She cannot seem to stop thinking about it.
She wonders who talked him through his first fight with Ilya.
She knows her boy — and she is learning, slowly, about Irina's. They are stubborn and prideful and so afraid underneath all of it, both of them. They would rather be wrong in silence than right out loud. They would rather lose than admit they wanted to win. Someone must have talked him through the first bad fight, the first real one, the first time the particular stubbornness of two people who love each other finally met itself head-on and would not yield. Or maybe no one did. Maybe he had lain awake in his apartment in Montreal — she can see the apartment, she has been there many times, she knows the particular quality of the dark there, the way the city light comes through the bedroom window and makes shapes on the ceiling — and worked it out alone. Because he had learned, before she had a chance to teach him otherwise, that certain things were not safe to say.
She is aware, sitting with this thought, that there is something in it she is not being entirely honest about. The question is not really who talked him through it. The question underneath that is: why wasn't it me. And the answer underneath that is one she has been approaching carefully from multiple directions without ever quite arriving at the center of it, because the center of it is this — that her son had found someone he could say things to, and it was not her, and she does not know whether to be grateful or to grieve, and she suspects she is both, and she suspects there is a third thing underneath both of those that she is not ready to name yet.
This is the part she comes back to. This is the part she cannot put down.
She had known something. She had known for longer than she has been willing to say. The way a mother knows — not with evidence, not with anything she could have pointed to, but with the particular knowledge that lives in the body rather than the mind, that precedes language and does not require it. She had known and she had held the shape of what she knew at a careful distance and called it waiting for him to be ready and told herself that was respect. That it was his story to tell. She is trying now to determine how much of it was actually that, and how much of it was her own smallness. Her own learned preference for surfaces. Her own deep and abiding talent for watching things sideways.
Her family is not a family that names things. She learned this the way you learn water — by being in it so long you do not notice you are wet. Her mother had not named things. Her grandmother had not named things. The things that were difficult, the things that were painful or complicated or likely to cause conflict — these were held at a careful distance and managed through the precise application of silence. It was not cruelty. She does not think it was cruelty. It was a learned strategy for survival in a world that had not always been kind, and she had inherited it the way you inherit most things: without choosing to, without noticing, until the moment you look down and see it in your hands.
David does not name things either. This had been, she thinks, part of what had drawn them together — the particular quality of a shared silence, the way two people who have both learned to hold things carefully can exist in the same space without requiring anything to be said. It had felt like peace, for a long time. It had felt like understanding.
She is trying now to determine whether it was also a form of cowardice.
She had thought, for a long time, that waiting was a form of love. That patience was respect. That she was giving her son the space to come to things in his own time, on his own terms, without pressure. She had told herself this story for thirty years and it had been comfortable enough that she had not examined it very carefully. And now she is sitting in her kitchen with cold tea and she is examining it, and she does not entirely like what she finds.
Her silence had a shape. Her silence had a sound. And her son — her observant, methodical, deeply careful son — had learned to read both. He had learned that certain things would not be asked about. He had learned that the silence around certain subjects had a texture, a particular quality that meant this is not for here, this is not for us, this is not something we do. He had learned this the way children learn most things: not from instruction but from watching. From reading the room his whole life and becoming very, very good at it.
She thinks about the rice balls.
She remembers exactly when she stopped bringing them. Shane was twelve. There was a team cookout and she had brought onigiri in a container and Shane had seen her setting them out and gone rigid. Mom. What are you doing. Quiet and urgent, the voice of a boy who needed her to understand without him having to say it. She had put the lid back on. She had walked to the car and she had sat there for a moment before David found her, and she had said: he's ashamed of me. Of the food. Of the culture. Of the part of himself that came from her.
She had driven home and she had not brought rice balls to a game again.
She thinks about what she lost in that moment. Not just the food — though there is something specific about the food, about the particular act of making onigiri, the way her hands know the motion the way they know nothing else, the way she learned it from her mother who learned it from hers, the way it is a thing that passes through hands across generations and takes time and intention and care. She had loved making them for Shane. Had loved watching him eat them when he was small, the way he would hold them with both hands, the way he would look up at her with rice on his face. That version of feeding him had been hers entirely. Nobody else's. And she had put the lid on the container and walked to the car and she had not done it again.
She had stopped speaking Japanese at home too — not all at once, but gradually, following Shane's lead as he retreated into English, letting the language go quiet between them the same way she had let the food go quiet. She had told herself she was respecting his process. She had told herself she was giving him room. But she knows now what she was actually doing, which was following him through the only door he left open. Which was hockey — the stats, the tape, the drive up the 417 for games. She had become the mother who tracked his ice time to the second because that was the version of herself he would let close. She had made herself useful in the ways he would accept and she had quietly put away the ways he would not.
What she had put away: the language. The food. The songs her mother had taught her that she used to sing to Shane at bedtime, the ones he used to ask for by name, the ones he stopped asking for somewhere around age nine when he decided that fitting in was more important than the things that made him different. The conversations they used to have entirely in Japanese — whole evenings of it, Shane chattering, making mistakes, laughing when she corrected him, trying again. The way he used to help her make onigiri, his small hands trying to shape them the way his grandmother had shown him, holding up a lopsided one and saying okāsan, look! The word for her that was only hers — not mom, not the version that translated cleanly, but the specific word that located her in a particular place in the world, that said: this is who you are to me, this is what you are made of, this is the part of you that I come from.
He had not called her okāsan since he was a teenager. She had learned to receive mom as if it were the same thing, and eventually it had become the same thing, or close enough that she had stopped noticing the difference. She had stopped noticing a lot of things. She had been so busy being useful in the ways he would accept that she had not noticed how much of herself she had also put in the container and carried to the car.
She sits with her cold tea and she thinks about what she missed.
The years that are implicit in Shane telling them. The years of her son performing at her, performing fine, I'm fine, everything is fine so thoroughly she had let herself believe it because belief was easier than what the alternative required of her. Because if she admitted she knew, then she had to admit she had known and said nothing. And she had not been ready to admit that. She had not been ready to look at that particular thing directly.
She is trying to get better at looking at things directly.
She pours the cold tea down the sink and stands at the window with her hands on the edge of the counter. The garden. The dying back that looks deliberate. The trees have released most of their leaves and what remains is dark and wet and the whole thing looks stripped, bare, more itself somehow than it does in summer — like the going-away of things is also a kind of honesty.
She has always been better at watching things in low light. She has always adjusted her eyes for shadow rather than learning to look directly into the sun. She has spent her whole life learning to see in the dark, which is a useful skill and a limiting one, and she has taught it to her son without meaning to, and he has been living by it, and she is done.
She thinks: I am going to have to learn to look directly.

The first time she sees them together — really together, inside the ordinary life they have made — she is in their kitchen in Ottawa at two in the morning, and Ilya comes downstairs because he also cannot sleep, and they stand at the counter in the particular silence of two people still learning each other's language.
She had not been able to sleep because of the guest room — the particular quality of a bed that is not hers, the different quality of the dark, the way the sounds of another person's house are subtly wrong even when they are pleasant. She had lain in the dark for an hour trying to will herself under and then given up and come downstairs for water. She had stood in the kitchen in the dark looking out the window at the winter night — Ottawa in February, the cold with real weight to it, the particular bluish quality of winter dark — and she had thought about Shane sleeping upstairs. She had thought: this is his house. She had thought: he lives here with Ilya and they have a dog and a kitchen and cabinets with specific things in them and this is the life he has built.
She had spent a great deal of time thinking about Shane's life in the abstract — in Montreal, in the hockey career, in the relationship she had understood only partially and only recently — and not very much time being inside it. Standing in the kitchen in the dark she had felt the specific quality of being inside it. The particular way things are arranged, which tells you something about the people who arranged them. The specific contents of a refrigerator, the way someone has organized their shelves. The life of a person, made material, made habitable.
She had not turned the light on. She had been standing in the dark looking at the winter night when she heard Ilya on the stairs.
He makes black tea. Sets a small jar of strawberry jam beside his cup without seeming to register he has done it — a gesture so habitual it has stopped requiring his attention, the way the most fundamental habits do. She watches him stir it in. The spoon against the ceramic, a thin musical sound in the quiet kitchen. The unhurried way he moves through his own space, completely at ease in it, a man who knows exactly where he is and is not anxious about being there.
She has met Ilya Rozanov many times in the formal sense. Shaken his hand at events, said his name across tables, held the polite surface of interaction that people maintain when the nature of their association requires a certain careful distance. She had formed impressions. She had catalogued what she could see: the size of him, the particular quality of his stillness, the way he moved like someone who had learned very early that bodies could be controlled and had applied that lesson comprehensively. She had noticed that he watched Shane in a way that was not quite like anyone else's watching — that there was something careful and continuous in it, something that did not announce itself but was always present. She had noticed, and she had not named it, and she had not asked.
But she had not understood until this moment — watching him produce a second cup for her without asking, watching him orient to her presence the way you orient to something you have already accounted for — she had not understood what her son had been moving toward for fifteen years. What he had been moving toward since he was nineteen years old and standing across a draft floor from a boy from Moscow, neither of them knowing yet what had just started.
"You can't sleep," he says. Not a question. He has already set the kettle on and is retrieving a second cup from the cabinet.
"No."
He nods. As if this is perfectly adequate information that requires nothing further from either of them. He does not ask why. He does not say I know the feeling or me neither or anything that would make the conversation into more than it needs to be. He simply makes room for her in the kitchen without making an event of it.
This is the thing she notices first about Ilya, which is that he notices. There is nothing demonstrative in how he pays attention — no performance of it, no announcement that he is paying attention, no requirement that you acknowledge his attentiveness. But he is always oriented. Always aware of the specific weight of things. She has the sudden vertiginous sense that her son has been seen, all this time — has been watched the way she used to watch him, sideways, patient, in peripheral vision — and has been known. Has been known the whole of him, all the complicated and contradictory pieces of him, in a way she had not managed despite thirty years of trying.
It is a strange thing to feel grateful and ashamed at the same time. She is practicing it.
They stand at the counter. Outside, the particular quality of an Ottawa winter night, still and cold and very dark, the kind of dark that has weight to it.
"He sleeps like he's angry about it," Ilya says, after a while. He is looking at his tea, turning the cup slightly in his hands. There is something almost shy in it — she had expected armor, had expected the deliberate blankness that comes with years of performing in public, but what she is seeing is something else. Something unguarded, the way people get in the middle of the night when the ordinary defenses have been put away. "Every time. Like sleeping is argument he is losing."
She laughs. It comes out startled, the way laughter does when it catches you off guard. "He's always done that."
"I know." And then, quieter, without drama: "He told me."
She laughs again, startled, and then stops. Something catches. He told me. She had been so pleased by her own anecdote, so glad to be giving him something, that she had not quite registered what he was giving back. The easy certainty of it. I know. Not I can imagine or that sounds like him — I know. The same way she knows. Except that she has thirty years and he has fifteen and somehow his knowing feels more complete than hers, and she is aware that this is not a fair thought, that it is not his fault, that she is the one who was looking at the wrong thing, who was at every game and still missed what was happening, and he is simply the person who was paying attention to the right thing instead. She knows all of this. She holds it at a careful distance and continues. "When he was thirteen, I think. Fourteen maybe. He tried to learn how to lucid dream" She wraps her hands around her cup. "To have more hours in a day. More time to practice." She pauses. "I think he's still mad he couldn't do it."
Ilya goes very still for a moment. And then something happens to his face that she has not seen before — something slow and boyish and completely unguarded, a grin that starts small and becomes enormous, and then he laughs. A full-bodied laugh, genuine and delighted, the laugh of someone who has just been given something they did not know they needed. He puts his hand over his mouth after, like he is trying to contain it, like he is faintly embarrassed by the force of it.
"Thank you," he says.
She does not ask what he is thanking her for. She thinks she understands. He is thanking her for the thirteen-year-old boy who could not lucid dream. He is thanking her for the version of Shane he did not get to know, that she is giving him now in pieces, in the small hours in the kitchen. She thinks about all the pieces she has — thirty years of them — and about how many of them she has never offered to anyone, and about how much it costs to hold things alone.
She is going to tell him more. She decides this, standing in the kitchen in the Ottawa winter dark. She is going to give him the boy.
They are standing like that — the laughter still fading, some new quality of ease between them — when she hears the stairs.
Shane comes into the kitchen doorway in the worn-out way of someone who woke up reaching for something that was not there, followed the absence down the stairs on instinct, and has not entirely caught up with being awake yet. His hair is ridiculous. He is wearing a shirt she recognizes as Ilya's — too wide in the shoulders, the collar stretched — and he stops in the doorway when he sees them and does not quite manage to arrange his face into anything.
"Hey," he says. His voice is soft with sleep. He is looking at Ilya.
"Hey," Ilya says. The whole register of him has changed — the voice quieter, the body angled toward Shane with the particular attentiveness of someone who has woken up next to the same person for years and knows how to read the specific quality of their disorientation at two in the morning. "Go back to bed. We're just talking."
"Okay," Shane says. He does not move. He is still looking at Ilya with the soft unfocused look of someone who has not decided yet whether to be awake.
Ilya crosses the kitchen. He puts his hand on the back of Shane's neck — brief, certain, the gesture of someone who has done this ten thousand times — and says something very quietly, too low for her to hear. Shane's eyes close for a moment. He nods. He looks, for just that moment, about twelve years old.
She watches this happen. She has spent a great deal of her life watching Shane manage — watching him perform capability and composure and self-sufficiency — and she has not seen this. This particular quality of him with all of it put down. The way he leans, slightly, into Ilya's hand. The way Ilya stands there and holds the weight of him as if it is nothing, as if it is simply where his hand goes.
They are enormous men, both of them. This is a fact she registers differently in moments like this — the size of Shane, the size of Ilya, the physical reality of them in the kitchen doorway together, shoulder to jaw, and then the specific tenderness of the thing between them, which has no size at all, which is just Shane's eyes closed and Ilya's hand on the back of his neck and two in the morning in Ottawa in February.
She looks at her tea.
She looks at her tea because she does not know where else to look. She is in her son's kitchen at two in the morning and her son has just appeared in the doorway half-asleep reaching for Ilya the way you reach for something you are very certain of, and Ilya is going to him the way you go to something that is yours, and she is standing at the counter with a cup of tea she did not really want and she is acutely aware that she is a visitor here. Not unwelcome. But a visitor. This is not her kitchen. These are not her biscuits. She does not know which cabinet they are in.
She is aware that she is being unfair. She is aware that she is tallying something she has no right to tally, that the ease between them is not a thing that was taken from her so much as a thing that was never hers to begin with, that she had not made herself available for and cannot now resent the absence of. She knows this. She holds her cup and she knows this and she looks at her tea. She hears his footsteps on the stairs and then the quiet of the house resuming.
Ilya comes back to the counter. He picks up his cup. He does not say anything.
He told me. Two words and she has to look away, back to the window and the dark outside. The acknowledgment that there is a history between them she was not part of. Conversations she was not in. The slow accumulation of fifteen years of a person — the small things, the habitual things, the things that seem trivial until you understand that the small things are the whole of a person — offered to someone else. Her son, who told no one things, who had learned before he could properly articulate it that certain things were not safe to say, had found somewhere safe to say them. Had been saying them for fifteen years. To this man who stands in his kitchen at two in the morning and knows how he sleeps.
She thinks about all the things she does not know. His first fight. His first crush. The ceiling he stared at. The way he sounds when he is not performing. She has a catalogue of surfaces and this man has the interior.
She knows this is not Ilya's fault. She has been telling herself this since the kitchen, since the moment Ilya said I know with that quiet certainty, since Shane appeared in the doorway looking for him like a compass finding north. She has been telling herself this and she believes it and it is also true that she is lying in the dark in the guest room of her son's house and something in her chest has a particular quality to it that she would rather not look at directly. It is not anger. She is not angry at Ilya. She is not sure it is even resentment, exactly — the word feels too clean for it, too purposeful. It is more like standing outside a room where a party is happening and understanding, for the first time, that you were not on the list. That you were never on the list. Not because you were excluded but because you never asked to be included and now someone else is inside and the music is warm and the window is cold and you are standing in the dark getting a good look at the shape of your own absence. He is looking at the window, where there is nothing to see but their own reflection against the dark outside — the two of them, slightly blurred, the kitchen light behind them making the glass into a dim mirror.
"I am glad," she says carefully, "that you are who you are."
He glances at her. Something moves across his face — not quite surprise, but adjacent to it. Like he had been braced for something else entirely and has had to recalibrate quickly, has had to reorganize his expectations of this conversation. Like kindness is something he has not entirely learned to receive without preparation.
"Thank you," he says. And then, after a moment: "I am glad also."
It is not a large exchange. It does not resolve anything or explain anything or make anything different. She pours her tea and they stand in companionable silence for a while longer — long enough that she stops tracking the time, long enough that the kitchen gets comfortable around them in the way shared silences do when neither person needs anything from the other. She refills the kettle when it empties. He produces biscuits from a cabinet she would not have found on her own, sets them on the counter between them, does not mention it. They eat biscuits at two in the morning in the dark of a sleeping house and she thinks: this is what ordinary looks like. This is what Shane has been living inside.
She had spent so long imagining what Shane's life looked like from the outside — the public version, the career, the rivalry that was something else, the decade and a half of watching the performance and calling it knowing him — that she had not thought clearly about what it looked like from the inside. The kitchen. The biscuits. The man across the counter who knows which cabinet they're in.
She says goodnight, eventually, and goes back to the guest room and lies in the dark thinking.
She had meant: I am glad you love him. She had meant: I am glad he has been loved. She had meant something she cannot quite reach the center of — something about the years of watching Shane arrange himself into acceptable shapes, watching him prune away the parts of himself that might require explanation, and this man standing at the counter at two in the morning who knows how her son sleeps and is not surprised by her presence in his kitchen and makes room without being asked.
There is a version of this night, she thinks, that she would have managed differently five years ago. Would have kept more surface to it. Would have said goodnight after the first cup of tea and gone to her room and not said the thing she said, or said it in a way that closed rather than opened, the way you close things when you are not sure what you're opening them into. She is trying to get better at opening.
She thinks about light. About how she has spent her whole life adjusting for low conditions, learning to see in shadow, learning to make out the shape of things in dim and inadequate light. She has always been proud of this, in a quiet way — the ability to navigate in the dark, to find what she is looking for without needing everything illuminated. It had seemed like a kind of competence. It had seemed like enough.
This man, apparently, does not have that problem. He looks at her son directly. He has been looking at her son directly for fifteen years, in the particular and sustained way that is not staring but is the opposite of looking away, and her son has been looked at, and she can see it in how Shane moves through his own house, in the ease of him, in the particular quality of his stillness that is not the old stillness — the watchful, careful, managed stillness she had mistaken for personality — but something else. Something that comes from being allowed to just exist.
She lies in the dark and thinks about what that must feel like. To be looked at like that. To be seen by someone who does not need to look away from you, who has never needed to look away from you, who looked at you across a draft floor when you were both nineteen and has not looked away since.
She had spent twenty-nine years loving her son with her eyes slightly averted. She had called it many things. She is not sure she would call it love, now, not exactly — or not only. She thinks love might require looking. She thinks she may have been doing something else and calling it love because she did not have another name for it.
She falls asleep thinking about her mother's street in Kyoto. The autumn she went before Shane was born. The particular quality of the light — the angle of it through the maple trees, the way it fell on the street and made everything look more itself than usual, saturated, present. She had stood on that street and tried to feel the thing she was supposed to feel, and she had felt something, but it had been smaller than she expected. The significance had been out of reach.
Significance is often like that. You arrive somewhere and think: here. This is the place. And the full weight of it does not come until later, until you are lying in the dark in someone else's house and the thing you experienced sends down roots, and you understand that you were always going to be changed by it. You just were not changed yet.
She wonders, lying in the guest room in the dark, whether the whole of her life has been like that. Whether she has been arriving at things and not knowing it, not feeling the weight until long after, lying in other darknesses thinking: oh. That was it. That was the place.

She finds photographs, after, not looking for them.
She is sorting through boxes from the move — things she has been meaning to deal with for years, things that have been packed and unpacked and moved from house to house without ever being properly looked at — and there they are. Shane at the draft in Montreal, nineteen years old in his suit, the collar too stiff, his face so young it barely seems like the same face as the man she had dinner with last week. She is in some of them too, caught mid-cry in the family section before his name was called. She had promised herself she would not. She remembers making the promise. She remembers David's hand finding hers right after, in the moment between the name being called and Shane standing up, and how she had gripped it hard enough to leave marks.
She sorts through them all. The ones from the draft, from the rookie season, from the years after. She is looking for something she cannot name — some image that will show her what she missed, that will give her the before of things, the years she was watching something else. She does not find it. The photographs are all of Shane.
She finds one she does not remember taking. Shane on the arena floor in the moment just after his name was called — caught in the act of moving, a slight blur of motion, his face doing something complicated that the photograph cannot quite resolve — and in the background, half-turned, already moving away toward the Boston table, a tall blond boy in a new jersey. She has to look at it twice. Three times. She holds it up to the light to be sure.
She had been in the room when it started. She had been looking somewhere else.
She thinks about the sun. How you are not supposed to look at it directly — how looking produces afterimages, burns shapes onto your vision that linger after you look away. How the thing you were trying to see becomes something you carry whether you wanted to or not. She had been in the room in 2009 and she had been looking somewhere else, and she cannot go back, and the photograph cannot show her what she was not pointed at. But she keeps looking at it anyway. She keeps trying to understand the gap between the moment and the knowing. The room you were already in. The thing that was already starting while you were watching something else.
She keeps the photograph. She puts it in the front of a book on her nightstand and does not mention it to anyone. She looks at it, sometimes, in the morning before she gets up — the blond boy half-turned, the too-new jersey, the bright arena light. She is trying to understand what it means to have been in the room and not been watching. She is not sure it means anything. She is not sure it needs to. But she keeps looking.

Later, she is in their garden, and Ilya comes to find her.
Shane is inside somewhere, sleeping off a red-eye from a road trip, and the house has the particular quality of quiet that comes when someone is sleeping in it — not empty, just suspended. Ilya comes through the garden gate with the slightly tentative quality of a man who knows he is intruding and has decided to intrude anyway. She keeps weeding. She does not look up immediately. She has learned that Ilya finds his way to things better when he is not being watched for it.
The garden in late October is doing what it does — the roses cut back, the beds cleared, the systematic divestiture of things that are finished. She has always liked this work. The clarity of it. You know what is done and what is not done, what can stay and what has to go. There is very little ambiguity in a garden in autumn.
She is the one who brings it up, in the end. She has been turning it over since before Ilya appeared, since before she came outside — she has been turning it over for weeks, maybe longer — and it is easier to say into the garden, into the dirt, than it is to say to his face.
"I keep thinking I should ask him," she says. She is working around the base of a rosebush, loosening the soil. "To come with me. To Japan. Properly — as himself. With you. My parents, the street where I grew up." She sits back on her heels for a moment. "But I don't think he'll say yes."
Ilya is quiet. She has noticed that he does this — holds silence the way some people hold doors, with deliberate steadiness, without letting it slam.
"The timing is never right," she says. "And he will feel obligated, and he will say yes because he thinks I need him to, and I don't want that. I want him to want to go."
"You think he will say no," Ilya says.
"I think he will feel like he has to say yes." She looks up. "Which isn't the same thing."
Ilya considers this. She has the sense he is choosing between several things he could say, doing this with some care, in the way he does things that matter. She has come to understand, these past years, that Ilya is careful with words the way someone is careful with anything that has cost them — that he has learned what language can do when handled badly, and he treats it accordingly.
"He is waiting for you to want it," he says finally. "That is not the same as obligation. He wants to go. He has wanted to go." He pauses. "He does not want to want things that you have not offered."
She is quiet for a moment. This is more than she expected from this conversation, and it has landed somewhere tender. She looks at Ilya properly — at the patience in his face, the thing that lives underneath the armor — and she thinks, not for the first time, about how her son found this person. How her son, who had learned that certain things were not for saying, had found someone who says the things that matter with directness, without ornament.
She also thinks, with the part of herself she is trying to be honest about: he knows this. He knows what Shane is waiting for, and she did not know, and she has been Shane's mother for twenty-nine years. She is not going to say this out loud. She knows it is unfair to hold it against Ilya that he paid attention when she did not. She knows the shape of her own culpability here and she is not going to dress it up as something else. But she sits with it for a moment, in the garden, in the particular way she sits with things she cannot quite make herself look at directly — aware of it at the edges, feeling its weight without naming it, moving carefully around the center of it. She wonders if this is part of what drew them together — the way Ilya simply says things, the way his precision with language is a precision of honesty rather than evasion. She has watched Shane learn, slowly, in this relationship, how to say things directly. She has watched him become someone who says things. It has been one of the better things she has watched.
"My mother asks about him," she says. "Every time I call. She has been asking for a long time." She pauses. "She is eighty-seven."
"Yes," Ilya says. Just that.
She does not ask how he knows. She suspects Shane tells this man everything, eventually, in pieces, the way you tell someone everything when you have been trusting them for fifteen years and have stopped keeping count of what you have given. She thinks about what that must be like — to be the person someone tells everything to, over fifteen years, in pieces. To be trusted with all of it incrementally until you hold the whole of someone. She thinks about the particular weight of that trust and the particular steadiness it must require to hold it.
"I keep thinking there is more time," she says.
Something shifts in his face. He looks at the garden for a moment — at the roses she has been working around, at the late-season things still holding on, the ones that will not let go until the first hard frost — and she watches him make a decision. She has come to recognize the particular quality of Ilya deciding to say something. There is a quality of settling in him, a stillness that is different from his ordinary stillness, as if something has stopped moving and is now ready to be spoken.
"What about you?" she asks. "If we go."
"I will be fine." He says it immediately, reflexively — the voice a person uses when they have been saying I will be fine for so long it has become automatic, has become the answer to every question regardless of whether it is accurate. "This is not about me."
"Ilya."
He meets her eyes and holds them.
"My mother," he says — and there it is, the thing he has been carrying toward, the thing he came into the garden to say even if neither of them knew it when he walked through the gate — "did not get to meet anyone I loved. Did not get to see me — as I am now. These are not things I get to change." His hand comes up, not quite conscious, and finds the chain at his throat. His fingers close around it. She watches the cross disappear into his fist. His voice is steady, but she hears what is underneath it — the particular steadiness of someone who has made peace with something that required a great deal of work to make peace with. "But you can take your son to Japan. Your parents can see him as he is. As he actually is." He glances up. "You should do this. While you can."
While you can. Both meanings at once and she hears both of them. While her parents are still there. While Shane is finally himself enough to be brought — finally unfolded enough, finally safe enough in his own skin, that the version her parents meet will be the real version, the version she has only just begun to know herself.
She thinks about her mother in Kyoto, who calls every week and asks about Shane. She thinks about what her mother is asking when she asks about Shane — whether she is asking about the hockey career or the man himself, the person her grandson has become, or whether she is asking about Ilya — whether she wants to know who Shane loves and what that looks like. She thinks her mother probably wants to see him. She thinks her mother, who has learned, as she has learned, to want things sideways and to pretend not to want them directly, is probably asking to see him in the only way she knows how. She thinks about the street in Kyoto where she had stood before Shane was born, trying to feel the thing she was supposed to feel. She thinks about the significance that had been out of reach.
She is going to take her son to Japan. She is going to take him to the street where her mother grew up and she is going to stand on it with him and she is going to feel what she could not feel alone. She is going to give her mother the version of her grandson she has been asking for in the only way she knows how.
She puts her hand briefly on Ilya's shoulder. He allows it, which she understands is not nothing.
"She would have been proud of you," Yuna says. "Your mother."
His fingers tighten on the cross.
"I think she would have still loved me," he says slowly, like he is saying it for the first time, like he has thought it many times and has not yet said it out loud. "In spite of everything." A pause, and then quieter: "Tried to. At least."
She hears what is in it. The tried to. He is not describing the woman of his grief — the soft hands, the warmth he returns to, the mother who is safe because she is gone and cannot disappoint him — he is describing someone more complicated than that. An Orthodox woman. A Soviet childhood. A son who became something she would not have had language for, who loved another man and left Russia and changed his name. He does not know what she would have done with all of that. He has been carrying this question his whole life and the woman who could answer it is gone, and all he has left is the cross at his throat and his best guess at who she was, and whether she would have been able to hold the whole of him.
There is a particular grief in this that Yuna recognizes. The grief of questions that cannot be answered. The grief of not knowing whether you were truly known by the person you most needed to know you. She has spent twenty-nine years watching her son not know whether she could hold him — watching him calibrate himself to a version of her understanding that she had never corrected, because correcting it would have required her to look at it directly, and she had not been ready.
She thinks about what it means to leave someone with that uncertainty. To be the unanswered question in another person's life.
Yuna thinks about her own mother. About the phone calls, the questions, the careful way certain subjects are approached. About the long silences that have lived between them, the things she has not said, the things her mother has not asked. About the street in Kyoto where she had stood before Shane was born and tried to feel what she was supposed to feel and found the significance out of reach. About how the significance had arrived later, lying in the dark, and about how it was still arriving. About how the things that matter most take the longest to fully arrive.
She thinks: I know what it is to love someone and not know if they could hold all of you. She thinks: I know what it is to be the thing your child is uncertain about. I know what it is to have made yourself a question when you could have been an answer.
She has been trying to become an answer. She is not sure she has managed it yet. But she is trying, and she thinks that trying, visible and genuine, is different from the silence.
"I think so too," she says quietly. Not as reassurance. As what she actually believes, which is that Irina Petrovna Rozanova had loved her son and would have loved him still, that the woman who gave him the cross gave him her faith in the most fundamental sense — not the doctrine but the love underneath the doctrine, the love that exists before and after every other thing — and that Ilya is still carrying it around his throat, still touching it in the garden on an autumn afternoon, still trying to answer the question of whether he is loved.
He looks at her. Something in his face — not agreement, exactly. But something like the relief of being heard without being managed. Something like the specific relief of being told that the unanswerable question has a probably-answer, and that the probably-answer is yes.
He lets go of the cross.

She was at the draft.
She has been thinking about this more since she found the photograph. The room she was already in. The beginning that was already happening while she was looking somewhere else.
She pulls the photograph out sometimes. She has moved it from the book on the nightstand to a drawer, and then from the drawer back to the book, and she is not sure what she is trying to decide about it. The blond boy half-turned, the new jersey, the moment before he disappeared into a crowd she was not watching. The arena floor. The particular light of that afternoon, which she remembers as bright and overwhelming in the way that significant days often are — as if the light had been turned up to mark the occasion even if she had not known what the occasion was.
The 2009 draft. She can recover the texture of it if she tries: the noise of the arena, the particular smell of those places, the way sound bounces differently in a space built for crowds. David beside her, doing the David thing of looking calm and not being calm. Her own hands in her lap, still. She had been still, she remembers that. She had been very still and very focused and she had been watching the floor below, watching for her son's face in the crowd, and she had not been watching the table where a boy from Moscow was sitting with his family and not watching her back.
She had been crying before Shane's name was called because she had known, with complete certainty, that his name was about to be called, and she had been full of something she did not have adequate language for — some combination of pride and terror and the particular grief of watching a person you made arrive at the threshold of his own life and step through it, away from you. The grief of having done your job. She had been full of all of that, and she had not been watching the boy from Yaroslavl walk across the floor in a Boston jersey, and across the arena floor her son had been watching him — she knows this now, she has learned this now, has pieced it together from things Shane has said and things he has not said and the photograph in her nightstand — with an expression she would not understand for another fifteen years.
Boston had called first. She had not been watching.
Montreal called Shane second. She was already crying.
She thinks about what Shane's face must have been doing, in that moment, when Boston called the name. She has tried to reconstruct it. She has looked at the photographs she has from that day — the ones taken before his name was called, when he was still waiting, when his face was doing its most careful version of blankness — and she has tried to find in them the thing she knows was underneath. Whether it was grief or longing or the particular expression of someone watching something they want very badly recede from them. She cannot tell from the photographs. The photographs show her the surface.
She thinks about surfaces. She has spent her whole life reading surfaces and calling it knowledge.
She thinks about the summers after. Shane coming home and sitting on their couch and answering every question with the smooth, impenetrable pleasantness of someone who has decided that surfaces are safer than depths. The way he used to look at her when she asked about his life in Montreal — not suspicious exactly, not defensive exactly, but careful. She had thought, for a long time, that this was just who he had become. That he had grown into a private person and privacy was not the same as hiding and she should respect it. She had been very good at respecting it.
She remembers one summer, years ago now, when he had come home in July and they had sat on the back porch in the evenings and he had been almost relaxed, almost present, more himself than he had been in years. She had not asked why. She had been afraid that asking would close it. She had let it be what it was, let herself just be beside him without requiring anything, and it had been good. She had thought: this is what I am good at. This is how I love him — by not pressing, by giving him the space.
She does not know now whether he had been happy, that summer. She does not know what had been happening in his life that had made him more present, or whether it was anything at all. She had not asked. She had taken the gift of his presence and not looked at it too directly and she had told herself that was wisdom.
She thinks about the summer after Sochi. How he had come home and sat under the oak tree in the backyard — the tree that was taller than him by then, taller than the house, the tree his grandfather had put in the ground before he was born — and she had come out to sit beside him, and he had looked at her with something in his face that she had not seen since he was very young, something raw and undefended, and he had said: I can't. Not with you. Not with anyone. She had held him. She had sat with him under the tree in the summer dark and held him and not said anything because she did not know what to say. She had not pushed. She had believed, as she always had, that he would come to it when he was ready. She had believed this so thoroughly that she had not noticed she was believing it as a strategy, as a way of not having to do anything, as a way of loving him from a safe distance.
She had sat with him under the oak tree and held him and he had cried and she had not asked a single question.
She is trying now to determine whether patience is a form of love or a way of not having to act. Whether he will come to it in his own time is wisdom or abdication. Whether the silence she had kept, the careful distance she had maintained, had been gift or damage.
She does not know. She suspects it was both at once, and that both-at-once is the most honest answer available to her. She suspects that many things that looked like wisdom, examined from the other side, look like something else. Not cruelty. She does not think she was cruel. But a certain kind of unavailability has a shape, and her son is a person who reads shapes, and she thinks he read hers clearly enough. She was there. She was at every game, she was calling him after, she was in the stands filming his shifts. And she still missed it. That is the specific thing she has to live with — not that she was gone, but that she was present and looking at the wrong thing the entire time.
She watched him flatten.
This is the part she has to make herself look at. She watched him flatten and she said nothing. She watched him learn to perform fine so completely that the performance became the only available surface — that there was no gap anymore between the presentation and what was behind it, because what was behind it had been packed away so thoroughly that even he could not always find it. She watched him choose people who needed him uncomplicated. She watched him train his body past reason, past any reasonable definition of care, and she said you work so hard and she meant it admiringly, and she had not always, she thinks, meant to mean it admiringly. She had meant, underneath: you give us something comprehensible. You give us the version of yourself we can hold without difficulty. And he had heard that. He had been hearing it his whole life.
She remembers watching him at award events, televised things she would record and watch later, and thinking: he looks tired. The precise professional pleasantness of him, the practiced answers to familiar questions, the smile that landed where it needed to land and did not reach anything. She had thought: he works so hard. He gives so much of himself. She had not thought: he has nothing left to give because he has given it all to the performance. She had not thought: something in there is not getting any light.
She had wanted him safe. This is true. She had done what she knew how to do, which was to love him in the way her own family had loved her — quietly, through endurance, through the making of things, through presence without declaration. She had not known another way. This is also true.
It is also true that she had been afraid.
Not of who he was. She does not think she was afraid of who he was — does not think she would have been, if she had ever let herself look at it directly, which she had not. But she had been afraid of what it might cost him. She had watched the world her whole life, had learned its tolerances and its limits and the precise ways in which it punished people who refused to fit into the shapes it preferred. She had made her own accommodations. She had married David and she had known, entering into that, what it would cost — the particular looks, the particular silences, the way certain doors did not open — and she had decided the cost was acceptable because the love was not negotiable. She had made that calculation and lived inside it and she knew what accommodating cost. She had done the math and decided that the accommodation was cheaper than the alternative, and she had, without intending to, without even entirely knowing she was doing it, taught her son to do the same math.
Her son was always going to be seen. He was too visible not to be — too good, too notable, too much in the light. He was going to be looked at and assessed and measured and found. Some part of her had thought: if he makes himself manageable, at least he can control the terms of the finding. Some part of her had thought that smallness was a kind of safety.
She sees it now for what it was. She had been so afraid of the light finding him and burning him that she had helped him hide, had handed him the tools to make himself smaller and had not asked what it cost. She had been teaching him to survive the world by letting the world set the terms, and she had called it love and she had believed it. She had believed it because it was easier than the alternative, which was to look at it directly and see it for what it was.
Safe had not been the right word. Safety was the wrong goal. What she had been aiming at was manageable, and manageable and safe are not the same thing at all.
She tends her garden. She calls her mother in Kyoto and her mother asks about Shane — how is my grandson, how is the hockey, how is the man he loves, when are you coming — and Yuna says we're working on a trip and does not say more than that, because she does not want to promise what she has not made happen yet. Her mother asks every time. Yuna says the same thing every time. They have been doing this for years, this particular exchange, and she is aware that years is not something they have in infinite supply.
The garden. The growing back after the dying back. It is January and nothing is visible yet but she knows it is happening underground — the slow patient work of roots finding their way toward water in the dark, the first impossible decisions of new growth, the things that are becoming themselves long before they become themselves in the light.
She thinks: there is still time.
She thinks: I have been thinking that for too long.
She calls Shane. She tells him she has been thinking about Japan — that she wants to take him, properly, when the season ends. She says it plainly, without hedging it first. She feels, saying it, the particular lightness that comes from saying a true thing directly. He is quiet for a moment on the other end of the line and she waits, and he says: yeah. Yeah, I'd really like that. His voice has something in it she does not have a word for yet. She is adding it to the vocabulary.
She has been thinking, for weeks, about what she wants to give him. Not what she wants to say — the words she will find when she gets there, she always does, she has always found the words eventually even when they have taken a long time to arrive — but the shape of the gift itself. What she owes him. What she can still offer, this late, after all this time.
She knows her boy. She has always known him in the sideways way — the negative space, the grammar of his absences — but she has been learning, these last years, to know him more directly. She is learning the difference between knowing the surface of someone and knowing the interior. She is learning it slowly. She has a long way to go. But she knows enough now to know this:
He will have rehearsed.
Somewhere in the years of hiding, somewhere in the long private project of preparing himself for things that frightened him, he will have rehearsed this conversation. Will have lain awake in the dark in his apartment in Montreal — she can see the apartment, she has been there many times, she knows the particular quality of the dark there, the way the city light comes through the bedroom window and makes shapes on the ceiling — and practiced the conversation with her. Will have run through the different versions of it, the different ways it could go, the different faces she might make when he said the words. Will have worked out exactly what he was going to say and how he was going to say it, because that is how Shane Hollander approaches everything that frightens him: with preparation. With methodical, private, thorough preparation that no one else is allowed to see.
He will have practiced in the mirror. She is almost certain of this. She can see it — the specific way her son prepares for hard things, standing in his bathroom at six in the morning running through the sentences, adjusting the phrasing, checking his own face to make sure it says what he intends it to say and not what he actually feels. She has caught glimpses of this, over the years. The way he arrives at difficult conversations unusually composed, unusually precise. The way he always has the right word.
He had been getting ready for years. He had been building toward this conversation — the real one, the one on his own terms, in his own time — and he had not gotten it. He had gotten a father in a cottage doorway, and a fifteen-minute drive across town with his hands white on the steering wheel, and a kitchen table with everyone trying to perform calm at each other, and then he had said I love him, can we just sit down because that was what the situation required, not what he had planned. He had managed the situation. He had handled it, as he handles everything, with professionalism and composure and the particular kind of efficiency that comes from having decided, very young, that feelings are something you deal with privately after the fact.
He had not gotten to have the conversation.
She thinks about this for weeks. She turns it over the way she turns things that matter over — at the edges first, finding the shape of it, understanding what it is before she decides what to do with it. She asks herself whether she is doing this for him or for herself. She thinks the answer is probably both, and that both is honest enough. She is trying to get better at honesty. She is trying to get better at looking directly at the things she is doing and calling them what they are.
She picks up the phone and calls him and tells him she will be in the garden on Tuesday afternoon, if he wants to come by. She does not explain why. She thinks he will understand that she is leaving a door open. She thinks that her son, who has always been so good at reading rooms, will read this one correctly.
He comes.
She is in the garden in old clothes with dirt on her hands when she hears the gate, and she does not look up immediately — she finishes the thing she is doing, gives him a moment, gives herself a moment — and then she sets the trowel down and looks up.
He is standing at the gate with his hands in his pockets. He has the expression of a man who has driven a long way and rehearsed something and is now not entirely sure he remembers it — a kind of careful blankness that she recognizes as his version of being nervous, the face he makes when he is trying to be ready for something without letting on that he is trying. He is wearing a jacket he did not need, the weather being warm enough, and she suspects he put it on because it gave him something to do with his hands at the door.
She knows this face. She has been reading this face for twenty-nine years. She knows what is underneath it.
She stands up. She walks toward him, and she can see him bracing — the particular way his shoulders settle when he is preparing for a difficult conversation, when he is putting on the performance of being fine so that everyone around him will be able to be fine too. He has always done this. She has always let him.
She stops a few feet away from him.
"I want to give you something," she says. "And I need you to let me."
He looks at her. Wary. "Okay."
"I know we already know," she says. "I know you've already told me, in the way you had to tell me, in the situation you were in. And I know that was hard, and I know you handled it, because you handle everything." She pauses. She looks at him directly, the way she has been practicing. "But you had a conversation ready. You had been getting ready for a long time. You had worked out exactly what you were going to say, and you never got to say it." Another pause. "So, I want you to say it now. To me. The way you would have, if you'd gotten to choose."
He is quiet for a moment. She watches the resistance move through him — the reflex, the familiar calculation, it's fine, we don't need to, it already happened, what's the point. She watches him start to say something and stop. She waits. She is good at waiting. She has been practicing it for thirty years, though she has not always been waiting for the right things.
"Mom," he says. "That's—"
"Shane."
He stops.
She holds his gaze and waits.
He takes a breath. A long one, the kind that is actually a decision. She watches him decide.
He looks at her — and this is the thing she will remember, this is the thing that will live in her long after the words themselves have blurred and the details have softened: he looks at her the way he used to look at her when he was very small, before he learned to perform, before he decided that certain things were not for saying. Like she is the person he is most afraid of disappointing and most desperate to be seen by, both at once, always both at once, the same contradictory thing he has always been about her. She has known this. She has known it the way she knows most things about him — sideways, in peripheral vision, without looking at it directly. She is looking at it directly now.
"I'm gay," he says. His voice is steady. Steadier than she expected, and she understands that this is because he has practiced — this is the voice he built for this conversation, the one that would be clear and unashamed. "I have been — for a long time. Since before I knew what to call it. And I—" He swallows. "I love him. Ilya. I have loved him for — a long time." He looks at her and his face does something she has no word for. "I wanted you to know." A pause. "I want you to know that I'm still me. I'm just trying to be more me."
He stops. She can see him preparing. She knows her boy, and he has more to say; but she can see him deciding whether to stop there.
He doesn't stop there.
"It's killing me, Mom — okāsan." His voice is different now — not the practiced voice, not the clear and unashamed voice, something rawer underneath it, something that has not been rehearsed because you cannot rehearse this part. "It's really — it's killing me. Carrying this." He looks at her and his face is open in a way she has not seen since he was very small, since before he learned to manage. "You raised me to go get everything I want. You and Dad — that's what you always said. Don't settle. Go get it." His voice catches slightly. "I want him. I want to bring him to Christmas dinner. I want to marry him. I want—" He stops. Swallows. "I want all of it. And I've been standing outside of all of it for so long and I am so tired."
The light in the garden.
She will remember the light. She will remember the particular quality of it — the way it came through the trees at the back of the property in the late afternoon, the angle of it, the way it fell across his face and made something of him she has no real word for. Something too large for the words she has, some excess of him that her vocabulary has never been equal to. She had spent twenty-nine years adjusting her eyes to the dim version of him — the careful version, the managed version, the one that did not ask too much of her, the one that had been stripped of everything that might require explanation. She had not let herself hope for this version. She had not known how to hope for him like this — unashamed, undone, standing in her garden in the full afternoon light with all of it right there on his face.
She does not say anything. She does not say anything because there is nothing adequate, and she knows this, and she is trying to get better at knowing when silence is not avoidance but simply the only right response. She looks at her son standing in her garden having just said the most honest thing he has ever said to her.
She crosses the garden and puts her arms around him and he goes very still the way he always does when he is surprised by being held — that brief stillness, the old reflex, the body's first response before the mind catches up — and then he holds on. She adjusts without thinking, tips her head against his chest, and something in her body understands before her mind does: he has not let her hold him like this since before he was taller than her. Since before he was sixteen and decided he was too old for it, or too careful, or both. She had forgotten what it was like to fit against him this way — her ear against his sternum, the sound of his heartbeat, the particular warmth of him. She had forgotten, and now she remembers, and she desperately and stupidly wishes he were still small enough to carry. She can feel him working through something she cannot see, something she is not meant to see, something that belongs to him. She holds on anyway. She lets him have it.
She does not cry. Later she will be faintly surprised by this. But it does not feel like a moment for crying. It feels like a moment for keeping her eyes open.
"I know," she says, into his shoulder. "I know you love him."
She pulls back just enough to look at his face. She puts her hand against his cheek.
"My brave little boy," she says. "I blinked and you're all grown up." His face — she has twenty-nine years of vocabulary for his face and she does not have a word for what it is doing right now. Something is moving through it like weather, like light through trees, like something that has been held back for a very long time is finding its way to the surface and he is not stopping it, he is letting it, he is standing here in her garden in the May afternoon and letting it happen and she is watching.
She is looking at him directly. She is not looking away.

She and David were married at the courthouse.
Not because they had to be. Her parents had come around by then; his family had come around; nobody was going to stop them, and nobody was going to try. But they had heard enough. They had seen enough of the world to know its tolerances, had been the subject of enough looks and silences and carefully rearranged faces to understand what they were walking into. They had learned, through the patient accumulation of small humiliations, to protect themselves by not giving themselves anything to protect. A ceremony, a dress, a room full of people who might not fill it — better to want nothing. Better to make it small before the world could make it small for them. Better to be the ones who decided it did not matter than to discover, in public, in a room full of people, that it did.
She has never said this to anyone. Not even David, not directly — they had made the decision together in that wordless way they made many decisions, each of them reading the other's preference without naming it, each of them arriving at the same conclusion by the same unspoken route. She has never named it as a decision born of fear. She has never said: we were afraid to take up too much space. She has never said: we made ourselves small before anyone else could, and I have lived with the shape of that smallness for thirty years. She has never said this because she had told herself, for thirty years, that it was a preference. That the courthouse was what they wanted. That they were not sentimental about ceremonies. That the marriage was the thing and the wedding was just the performance of it.
She had told herself, for thirty years, that it had not mattered. She had believed this so completely that she had forgotten she had decided to believe it. It had just become true.
The thing is: she can still describe the courthouse steps. She can describe the particular quality of the light that afternoon, the way it was almost beautiful, October light at four in the afternoon slanting across the pavement. She can describe David's face when they came out — the way he had looked at her, the specific quality of that look, which she has never found a word for but which she still thinks about. She can describe the restaurant they went to after, just the two of them, a place they liked, where the waiter had said congratulations when they told him and had brought them a small piece of cake they had not ordered. She remembers these things with a specificity that suggests they mattered. She has spent thirty years telling herself they did not matter.

She is sitting in Ilya and Shane's kitchen and Shane is out for a run — he runs long on his days off, always has, the kind of running that is less about the body and more about the time alone it provides — and Ilya is across the table from her with his hands wrapped around his cup, and he is telling her something in the careful sideways way he delivers difficult information, the way that means he has thought about how to say this and has decided that modified directness, with care, is the least bad option.
They are planning to go to city hall. He and Shane. Just the two of them. Nothing formal. They have talked about it, and this is what makes sense and they are not making a thing of it.
She recognizes it before he finishes the sentence. The logic of it — the self-protection dressed up as preference, the smallness disguised as simplicity. She had lived inside that logic for decades. She can recognize it the way you recognize a house you used to live in: not because it looks the same but because you remember the floorplan, the way the light comes in, the sound the doors make.
"No," she says.
Ilya stops.
"No?" he says.
"No." She sets her cup down. She is looking at him steadily, and she can see him doing the recalculation, reassessing what kind of conversation this has become. "That is not what you are doing."
He is quiet for a moment. She watches him decide not to argue with her, which she thinks is one of the more intelligent decisions a person can make.
"He thinks it's easier," Ilya says, carefully. "To not—" His hands move slightly, a gesture that does not quite become one. "To not make it a thing. In case."
"In case no one comes."
"Yes."
She is quiet. She looks at her hands on the table — the rings she wears, the particular way the morning light comes through the window and falls across the surface between them. She thinks about the courthouse. The clerk who had not smiled. She thinks about David's hand in hers on the steps afterward, the two of them standing in the ordinary afternoon like nothing significant had just happened, like they had not just decided together that their marriage did not require witnesses. She had told herself it was a preference, a choice, a statement about what mattered to them. She had told herself this story for thirty years.
The thing she knows now — the thing she learned slowly, in the dark, the way you learn most true things — is that the smallness does not protect you. You think it will. The logic of it is so compelling: if you want nothing, you cannot be disappointed; if you make it small, the world cannot make it smaller. But the world does not need to. You have already done the work. You still lose something. You lose the version of yourself that got to stand in a room in the light and be seen, and that loss does not announce itself immediately, does not show up with clear edges — it arrives slowly, over years, in the particular shape of an absence you keep almost reaching for and finding is not there. It is the shape of all the things you protected yourself from wanting that you wanted anyway. It is the shape of a room you never stood in. It is the shape of October light on courthouse steps at four in the afternoon that you have been describing to yourself for thirty years without ever quite saying why.
She had gotten married at the courthouse, and she had told herself it did not matter; it had mattered, and she has lived for thirty years with the shape of what she lost and she has been very careful to call it something else.
She is not going to let them do the same thing.
"You deserve a real wedding," she says. She looks at him directly. "Both of you. A room. People who love you, standing in it, looking at you." She holds his gaze. "You deserve to be witnessed. That is not a small thing. That is—" She pauses. "You deserve a celebration.”
Something moves through his face that she cannot entirely read — some complicated layering of things that have to do with his own history and his own losses and the relationship he has with wanting things he cannot be certain of receiving. She has learned, these past years, to read Ilya as she reads Shane — sideways, in peripheral vision, in the shapes of things he does not say. She sees it. She does not name it. Some things are better left to settle on their own.
"He will say it doesn't matter to him," Ilya says. His voice is quiet.
"I know he will." She does not look away. "He has been saying things don't matter to him for thirty years. He is very good at it. And he is wrong."
She thinks about her own mother, in Kyoto, who had never said a word about the courthouse. Who had sent a card and a gift and had called them on the anniversary every year since without ever once saying: I would have come. I would have wanted to be there. Her mother who had learned the same lesson she had learned — that wanting things creates targets, that asking to be included creates the possibility of being excluded, that the safest position is to want nothing and to act as though nothing is missing.
Her mother who calls every week and asks about Shane.
The silence between them settles into something with weight and decision in it. She can feel it — the way certain silences have a quality of settlement to them, of something clicking into place.
"I'll talk to him," she says.
Ilya holds her gaze for a long moment. She thinks about what it costs him to not be the one managing this, to step back and let someone else handle something that involves Shane — how much of his life has been organized around the project of protecting Shane from the things Shane does not see coming, and how much it must require of him to trust that someone else can do it too. She has come to understand, these past years, that Ilya's protectiveness is not the same as her silence. That it comes from a different place and produces different results. But she recognizes the instinct underneath it. The desire to get between your person and whatever is coming.
"Yes," he says, finally. Quietly. "Okay."
She thinks about the courthouse steps. The October light. The small piece of cake she had not ordered.
She is going to give her son a room full of people.

She is at their kitchen table some weeks later with the first draft of the itinerary spread between them — caterer, florist, the question of chairs, the question of whether the sound system needs to be rented or borrowed — and Shane is going through it with the focused efficiency he brings to everything he has decided matters, making notes in the margins in his small precise handwriting, and she is watching him do this and thinking: he is happy. He is just straightforwardly happy, and he is not managing it or moderating it or checking whether it is acceptable to be this happy. He is just going through an itinerary in his kitchen and he is happy and he is not hiding it.
She looks back down at the paper.
"Okay," Shane says, "I think the timing works but I want to build in a buffer after the ceremony." He runs his finger down the page. "Like half an hour. Before we go into the reception."
"For photographs?"
"No." He pauses. He puts the pen down. "I want half an hour with him."
She looks up.
He is not looking at her. He is looking at the itinerary, but not reading it — looking at it the way you look at something when you are deciding whether to say the thing you are thinking.
"Why?" she asks. Carefully. Not pushing. Leaving the door open.
He picks up the pen again. Sets it down.
"I want to do personalized vows," he says. "Private ones. Just us." He pauses. "And I want — there are parts of his background, his culture, that I want him to be able to have. In that moment. Things that would matter to him." He looks up at her then. "Mom, he has given up so much for me. And I love him. And he deserves everything. And I want the privacy to give him that without — " He stops. "I just want it to be ours. That part."
She opens her mouth.
"I know what you're going to say," he says. "He's a grown man. He makes his own decisions." A pause. "He'll tell me that too, for the record." He looks back down at the page. "But the fact is — he's isolated. The other Russian players have pretty much frozen him out. And he never really got into the diaspora community here. There's — "
He stops. Starts again. "I can't fix that. I know I can't fix that. But I can respect his religion on our wedding day. I can make sure he has that." He picks up the pen. "So that's what I'm doing."
She does not say anything for a moment.
She thinks about the boy who stared at ceilings. The boy who practiced conversations in mirrors. The boy she watched flatten himself for thirty years because he did not believe he was allowed to take up the space he actually occupied. She thinks about all the versions of him she has held in peripheral vision, and she thinks about this one — sitting at his kitchen table going through a wedding itinerary, telling her quietly and without drama that he wants to give his husband everything, that he has thought about what his husband's culture means to him, that he wants privacy not for himself but so the gift can be complete.
She thinks: I did not let myself hope for this. I did not know how to hope for him loving like this.
She does not say anything for a moment.
She thinks about the guest room. The dark. The particular shape of an absence she had been standing outside of. She thinks about he told me and he is waiting for you to want it and the hand on the back of Shane's neck that she had looked away from because she had not known where else to put her eyes.
And she thinks about this. Her son, sitting at his kitchen table with a wedding itinerary, telling her quietly and without performance that the man he loves has given up a great deal and he wants to give something back, that he has thought carefully about what Ilya carries and what it would mean to honour it, that he wants the privacy to do this properly and not as a spectacle. She thinks about how Shane learned to love like this. She thinks about who taught him that love was something you paid attention to, something you catalogued and remembered and brought back to the person in the right moment. She thinks about who modelled that for him.
She thinks about how Shane loves. She has watched it up close now, in ways she did not have access to before — the specific quality of his attention when Ilya is in the room, the way he tracks him without appearing to track him, the catalogue he has been building for fifteen years without knowing that is what he was doing. The offhanded way he says things now: Ilya likes this place, Ilya would appreciate that, Ilya would find that funny. Ilya always present in the back of his mind, always being consulted, always the person Shane is measuring the world against. She thinks about how long he must have been doing that privately, quietly, with nowhere to put it — all those years of Ilya would with no one to say it to. Shane loves the way he does everything that has ever mattered to him: bright and blinding, with the single-minded determination of a person who has decided this is the thing and has organized everything else around it. He had done it with hockey. He had done it with the captaincy. He had done it quietly, privately, for fifteen years, with a man he was not allowed to love out loud. And now he is doing it in the open and it is the same love — the same force, the same completeness — just finally with the lights on.
And she finds, sitting across from her son in his kitchen in the late afternoon light, that the thing she has been holding at arm's length — the unnamed thing that lived under gratitude, under guilt, under the cold tea and the dark guest room and the biscuit cabinet she could not have found on her own — is doing something different now. It is not gone. But it is changing shape. She is not sure yet what it is changing into. She thinks it might be something like: he is who he is partly because of Ilya, and Ilya is who he is partly because of his mother, and his mother gave him the cross and the faith and the capacity to love someone the way he loves my son, and the chain of it goes back further than I can see, and my boy is at the end of it, and he is sitting across from me going through a wedding itinerary, and he is fine. He is more than fine. He has everything.
She is going to have to figure out what to do with that. She thinks she has time.
"Okay," she says. Her voice is steady. She is very proud of this. "We'll build in the half hour."
Shane nods. Picks up the pen. Goes back to the itinerary.
She looks at him for a moment longer — her boy, her son, the man he has become — and then she looks back down at the page too.

She finds him in the spare bedroom an hour before the ceremony, standing in front of the mirror with his tie in his hands and the expression of a man who has decided he does not need help and is wrong.
She does not say anything. She crosses the room and holds out her hand, and he gives her the tie without argument, which tells her everything about where he is right now — that the composure is present but thin, that he is saving it for later, that he does not have enough to spare for pride.
She loops the tie around his collar. He is too tall for this; he has been too tall for this since he was sixteen. He bends slightly, a small and unconscious adjustment, the way he used to duck his head when she was putting on his hockey gear when he was small. The muscle memory of being taken care of. She thinks he does not know he is doing it.
She works the knot. The Windsor, which David taught her thirty years ago. She has tied this knot on this boy's ties since he was four years old in clip-on versions and she used to pretend because it made him feel grown up.
"I'm nervous," he says. To the mirror, not to her.
"I know," she says.
"That's stupid. I'm not — it's not that I don't want to. I want to, I want to so bad."
"I know that too."
She smooths the tie flat against his chest. He is quiet for a moment, watching her hands in the mirror.
"Shane." She looks up at him. "You and Ilya have been married in the way that matters for a long time now. Today is just — " She pauses. "Today is just the paperwork. Today is just letting everyone else see what's already true."
He looks at her in the mirror. Something in his face goes still and then un-stills, the way it does when something has landed.
"Yeah," he says quietly. "Yeah, okay."
She pats his chest once, gently, and steps back. He turns from the mirror and looks at her directly. She looks at him directly. Blue suit. The whole version of him, standing in the spare bedroom of his own house about to go get married.
"Go," she says. "He's waiting."

The oak tree is enormous now.
She had not thought about this, somehow — had not thought about what it would look like, had not carried the image of it in her head when she imagined this day — and standing in David's backyard in the late afternoon light she is startled by it. By the scale of it. The chairs arranged beneath it in two loose sections, the people gathered, the particular way its canopy filters the afternoon light and sends it down in pieces through the leaves, across the grass, across the people she loves standing in the shade of it. It is the largest living thing on the property. It has been growing since before Shane could walk. David had told her once, years ago, that they had planted it the week before Shane was born, that his father had shown up on a Saturday with the sapling and his tools and a plan, and they had put it in the ground together, two men building something they expected to outlast them.
She had not understood, until she is standing in its shadow, what it means that this is where Shane chose.
She thinks about the oak tree and Shane as a boy — the specific ritual of it, the way he used to pad out in the mornings before school and say ohayo, tree-san to something that barely reached his knee, and she had watched this from the kitchen window and not asked about it, had let it be what it was. She had loved watching him do it. She had never told him that. She had thought, for a long time, that loving something from a distance without naming it was its own kind of intimacy. She is less sure of this now.
The tree is taller than the house. The tree is older than his career, older than his relationship with Ilya as something he was allowed to name, older than most of the things that define his adult life. It had been growing in this yard the entire time, quietly, doing the slow patient work of becoming enormous, and now her son is getting married underneath it, in the yard where he grew up, and the chairs are full.
The yard is full. This is what she fought for, what she insisted on, and here it is: the yard is full. Friends and teammates and people who have known them separately and together, in every configuration of the years between. She can see Cliff across the lawn — she had not met him until recently but she knows him from Shane's stories, from the way his name has lived in their family for fifteen years like a piece of furniture you stop noticing. Hayden beside him, who she has a more complicated feeling about and is choosing, today, not to have. She can see faces she knows and faces she is learning and faces she will probably not learn because there are too many and that is fine, that is exactly fine, that is the whole point. The yard is full. It is full because she insisted it be full, because she had known, from her own life, what it costs to pretend that fullness does not matter.
She had stood on courthouse steps in October and she had told herself the smallness was a choice. She is giving her son a yard full of people.
David finds her hand before the ceremony begins. He does not say anything. They have been married for thirty-four years and they have gotten very good at the conversations that do not require words. She grips his hand and he grips back and they stand together in the afternoon light beneath the tree he planted, waiting for their son. She thinks about how they planted it before Shane was born — how you plant things before you need them, in faith, in hope, how you put something in the ground and wait for it to become what you need it to be. How you do not always know, putting it in the ground, what you are planting it for.
She sees Ilya first.
He is already standing beneath the tree, at the spot that has been designated the center of things, looking out across the yard with the particular quality of stillness that she has come to understand is not actually stillness — is in fact its opposite, is a kind of concentrated attention that looks like stillness from the outside but is anything but. He is watching the far end of the yard. He is watching for Shane. He has the bearing of a man who has spent a great deal of his life performing composure, who has built composure into such a thorough practice that it has become indistinguishable from nature, and he is standing very straight beneath the oak tree in a burgundy suit that she suspects he chose the way he chooses everything — with more thought than he would ever admit — and he is watching for Shane.
She watches his face when Shane appears.
This is the thing that breaks her open — not the ceremony, not the vows, not the moment that is coming — it is this, it is only this: Ilya's face when he sees Shane coming across the grass in blue. The armor drops. All of it, all at once, without his meaning for it to — she can see the moment he forgets to maintain it, the moment his face simply becomes his face without any management at all, without the careful blankness, without the armor. He looks at Shane the way she used to look at Shane when he was very small, when he was new and improbable and she had not yet learned to moderate her response to him: with a kind of helpless, complete astonishment. Like he cannot believe his luck. Like he cannot believe that this is what his life contains. Like he has been waiting for Shane to cross the grass toward him for fifteen years and here Shane is, crossing the grass toward him, and even now it is more than he expected.
She understands this. She has been relearning it herself — the astonishment, the refusal to moderate, the complete and helpless response to the fact of her son. She had moderated for so long she had almost forgotten what the unmoderated version felt like. She is learning.
She blinks.
All the versions of him come at once, the way light through a prism splits into everything it contains. The baby. The boy who used to come into this yard every morning and say ohayo, tree-san to something that barely reached his knee. The boy in the too-stiff suit at the draft, nineteen years old, his name called second, his face doing something complicated that the photographs would never show her. The teenager who learned, before she could teach him otherwise, that certain things were not for saying. The young man who had sat under this tree one summer and wept and said I can't, not with anyone, and who she had held without asking. The man who had stood in her garden in May in the afternoon light and said I'm still me, I'm just trying to be more me with his practiced steady voice and his unguarded face. Every version she has held in peripheral vision, sideways, in windows and mirrors and the faces of other people, because she was not ready to look straight on.
She is ready now.
He is standing beneath the oak tree that his father planted for him. He is looking at Ilya and his face is doing something she has no word for — she has twenty-nine years of vocabulary for his face, she has a larger vocabulary for his face than for almost anything else in her life, and she does not have a word for this. She will have to make one. She will have to make one for the expression of a man who has finally arrived somewhere he was always going and finds, arriving, that it is exactly what he needed it to be. That the yard is full. That the people in it are looking at him. That he does not have to make himself small. That there is nothing, today, that requires managing.
He is not hiding anything.
He is standing in the afternoon light beneath the tree his father planted for him and he is not hiding a single thing and the yard is full of people looking at him and he is letting them look and she cannot look away from him.
She puts her hand over her heart. She does not mean to. Her hand just goes there — the gesture of someone involuntarily checking that something is still intact, that the thing inside is still present and still whole. It is. It is very much still present and whole and in fact expanding, doing something that feels like it might not stop, like it might become too large for the space she has built for it. David squeezes her other hand. She squeezes back, does not look at him, cannot look at anything right now except what is happening at the front of the yard.
He looks up — briefly, maybe by chance, maybe not — and sees her. His face does something else then. Something smaller and more private than what it was doing before, something that belongs to the two of them specifically, something she recognizes from thirty years ago and from last May in her garden and from a kitchen table where he said I love him, can we just sit down with his hands careful in his lap and his face arranged into composure. He looks at her. He looks away.
She keeps looking.
The yard holds. The light holds — coming through the oak's canopy in pieces, falling across him and across Ilya and across the grass where something small and new was planted before Shane was born and has been growing ever since, quietly, doing the slow patient work of becoming enormous. The ceremony begins and she does not track the words, cannot track the words — she is watching her son's face, watching the face she has been studying for twenty-nine years, watching it do things she has never seen it do before.
She is watching him be witnessed and she is watching him allow it. She is watching him stand in the light under the tree his father planted and not hide a single thing.
She does not look away. She has spent her whole life making her eyes adjust to shadow, watching her son sideways and at angles and in the faces of other people, and she is done with that. She is done with peripheral vision and mirrors and catching him in the corner of her eye. She watches him straight on, the full light of him, the man he is and the man he has become without her and the man he is still becoming — all the versions of him burning on her vision like she has looked too long at the sun, like she has finally, finally looked too long at the sun, and when she blinks they will all be there, every one of them, sunspots on the dark, the afterimage of everything she loves, bright and irreducible and hers.
She does not blink.
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          End Notes

          -Please yap or yell at me below. I love comments. (I am working though my inbox rn)
-I am going to post this and over a thousand people will get a notification. that is fucking insane
-I have a threads account. Please come yap and yell at me over there too @hh_arrowao3

-(I am slowly soft launching a character study on Orthodox Catholicism and queerness. So like, please trust on this)

-I thought it would be interesting to explore how Yuna would feel about Ilya from like a "this person knows more than me about someone I love and care about and idk how to feel about that" rather than a "I dont like him" angle

-if anyone is like: why did you skip over them being outed? I simply dont like rehashing canon events unless I have a unique take on it. They're still outed. Its just in the background here

 

-if you saw this when it was a study in indirect light shhhh. I said it outloud and immediately had to change it

-I tried to learn how to lucid dream as a time productivity hack and I think its something Shane would have also tried

-my contract ended for one of my jobs (didnt get the funding for the summer which sucks. That was focused on sports programming for low income girls) so I have real free time for the first time in like five years


        


    


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








