

  Preface


  
    Day-to-Day (Upper Body)

    Posted originally on the Archive of Our Own at https://archiveofourown.org/works/75416631.
  


  
    
          	Rating:

          	Mature

          	Archive Warning:

          	No Archive Warnings Apply

          	Category:

          	M/M

          	Fandoms:

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

          	Relationships:

          	Shane Hollander/Ilya Rozanov, Shane Hollander & Ilya Rozanov, Shane Hollander & Yuna Hollander, David Hollander & Ilya Rozanov, Ilya Rozanov & Irina Rozanova, Hayden Pike & Ilya Rozanov

          	Characters:

          	Shane Hollander, Ilya Rozanov, Anya | Ilya Rozanov's Dog, Yuna Hollander, David Hollander, Zane Boodram, Irina Rozanova, Hayden Pike, Original Children of Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov, Jackie Pike

          	Additional Tags:

          	Trans Male Character, Trans Mpreg | Trans Male Pregnancy, Mpreg | Male Pregnancy, Hurt/Comfort, Hospitals, Kid Fic, Alternate Universe - Canon Divergence, Post-Book 6: The Long Game (Game Changers), Unplanned Pregnancy, cryptic pregnancy, Not Beta Read, Autistic Shane Hollander, Trans Shane Hollander, Pregnant Shane Hollander, Married Shane Hollander/Ilya Rozanov, Hurt Shane Hollander, Shane Hollander Needs a Hug, Absolutely No AI used, Postpartum Depression, Eventual Happy Ending


        	Language:

        	English


        	Series:

        	Part 1 of Day-to-Day (Upper Body) Series

        	Collections:

        	Prongs_Antlerz favourite hockey yaoi, Prongs_Antlerz favourite ANGST, Hope's Fav HR Fics, 🍽️ munching on these . . . (complete), Heather rivalary Fics, I need sunshine ☀️🏒 ~ Heated Rivalry (Game Changers) fics

      	Stats:

      	
        Published: 2025-12-08
          Updated: 2026-04-24
        Words: 108,452
        Chapters: 17/25
      

    

    








Day-to-Day (Upper Body)

    by ReedP0int

      Summary

      The summer before his second season with the Centaurs, Shane Hollander is supposed to have his body and his life under control. He’s married, training hard, doing everything right.

So the nausea, the bone-deep exhaustion, the aching chest and low back, the way his body feels wrong in all the old ways he thought he’d outrun?

He blames stress. He blames the season. He blames anything but himself.

Shane knows his body. He has spent years fighting for it.

But one rushed doctor’s visit turns into an ultrasound, and suddenly he’s thirty-plus weeks pregnant with a baby he didn’t plan, didn’t want, and doesn’t know how to make peace with.

Now he can’t outrun anything anymore.
Not the dysphoria. Not the fear of the league finding out.
Not the family he’s already carrying.

---

hi i need more trans!shane hollander. and as a trans man who wants to get pregnant someday obviously i had to make shane pregnant. without him knowing though. sorry bb






  






      

  












      Chapter 1
  








  Shane woke up somehow feeling nauseous and starving at the same time.
For a moment he lay very still, his eyes on the ceiling, cataloguing sensations like he always did after a bad hit or a new off-season workout. It was early, he could tell from the pale light bleeding around the edges of the curtains, and the room was cool, the air from the vent washing over his face. Anya was snoring softly at the foot of the bed. Beside him, Ilya was a large, warm shape, breathing deep and even.
His mouth tasted gross. Acidic. Ew. He swallowed and his throat burned. Great. Apparently thirty-one was when his entire body started downhill at blinding speed.
Shane pressed his palm carefully over his midsection, fingers splayed just under his ribs. His skin felt hot, the muscles underneath tight. He’d been trying, mostly, to be chill about his diet this off-season. Not reckless, just… a little less insane.
He still meal-prepped, still tracked his macros in a spreadsheet, still weighed his portions more often than he’d admit to anyone except maybe Ilya. But he’d allowed burgers. Cake. Actual chips, not those sad baked things that tasted like cardboard and disappointment.
Also, Shane and Ilya had gone on a their honeymoon. They hadn’t had time to take one last year, with the wedding and then the beginning season right after, so they took one after this past season. They also half-needed an excuse to get out of the city after their disappointing second round exit in the playoffs. 
So yeah, they went on a honeymoon. To Spain. Shane had been convinced by his husband that it was morally wrong to say no to bread there. Or wine. Or whatever that deep-fried thing had been in Ibiza that Ilya had liked so much he’d almost moaned in the middle of the restaurant.
Shane waited for the nausea to ebb. It didn’t.  The hunger sharpened instead, a hollow gnawing that made his jaw ache.
“Ugh,” he whispered, and started to roll carefully out of bed. Carefully, though, because his center of gravity had been weird lately. He’d spent July telling himself it was from all the travel. It made sense in his brain.
Then August hit, and he’d decided it was just what happened when you slacked off on core maintenance and let your husband talk you into “vacation abs” instead of “Shane Hollander abs.”
The mattress dipped behind him, and a hand reached out to grab at the blanket where Shane’s body was just a moment before. “Where are you going?” Ilya’s voice was rough with sleep, and somehow deeper in the morning. Shane had always thought that was unfair.
“Bathroom,” Shane said. “Go back to sleep.”
“You feel bad?” Ilya asked immediately, more awake now. Of course he was. Ilya could sleep through an alarm if he wanted to, but if Shane so much as sniffled, he was alert like a guard dog.
“Just need water,” Shane lied. Half lied. Barely lied. Water would be good. So would toast. Eggs. Possibly an entire cow.
He padded to the ensuite, shut the door most of the way, and leaned over the sink. His reflection looked… fine. Normal even. If not.. a little paler than usual. There were faint shadows under his eyes that had never quite gone away since the playoffs last spring, but those were stress and, ugh, age and too much travel, not anything else.
“Okay,” Shane told his own reflection, “you’re almost thirty-two and your metabolism hates you now because you're old. That’s all this is.”
His gaze flicked downward. The t-shirt he slept in was hanging a little oddly over his torso, the hem pulled tighter across his middle than it used to. Not bad. Not anything anyone else would notice. His arms were still solid, shoulders broad, thighs heavy with muscle. He’d been in the gym all summer. He’d skated with the local guys twice a week. His numbers were fine.
He just looked a little… softer. Around the edges. Eww.
He tugged the fabric tight against his stomach. It still made him queasy, seeing anything that read as “not perfectly controlled” there. Too many years of magazine shoots and general body commentary from the world. Too many seasons of having his conditioning dissected on sports panels.
You’re being ridiculous, he told himself. You’re allowed to have a normal body.
By the time he came back out, Ilya had rolled over onto his back and was starfished across Shane’s half of the bed, one forearm thrown over his eyes, the sheet tangled around his waist. The ring and crucifix at his throat had slid to one side, glinting faintly in the early light.
It hit Shane in the chest, the sight of him like that. Husband. His husband, in their house, in their bed, on a morning before their second full season together as teammates.
Ilya lowered his arm, squinting over in his direction. “Come back to bed.”
“I’m gonna make oatmeal.”
Ilya made a face. “Why?”
“Because my body hates me and apparently I am now one of those old guys who needs to eat like it.”
Ilya pushed himself up onto his elbows, hair sticking up in wild curls. “You are not old. You are sexy.”
“Tell that to whatever is happening in here.” Shane gestured vaguely at his middle.
Ilya’s eyes followed the movement, then narrowed. For half a heartbeat, something like concern flashed across his face. Then he smoothed it into a soft smile. “You are still sexy. Maybe it is my fault. I made you eat all those churros in Madrid.”
“You didn’t make me,” Shane said, but he smiled anyway, because the memory helped more than any antacid ever could.
Their honeymoon had been perfect. Exhausting, but perfect. He’d been tired the whole time, but he’d blamed the flights, the heat, the crowds, the fact that he and Ilya had decided to try and walk every single street in Barcelona in a single day.
He’d thrown up twice. Once after a boat ride, once in a hotel bathroom that had smelled like bleach and oranges. Both times he’d shrugged it off. Motion sickness. Food poisoning. Too much sun.
Shane rolled his eyes at his husband and said, “Go back to sleep. You have, like, a whole week before Wiebe and the rest of the team begins to ruin your life.”
“Is just training camp,” Ilya said. “My life is not ruined. Yet.” He yawned, then patted the mattress next to him. “Come here. Five more minutes.”
“You said that three times yesterday,” Shane’s stomach cramped again. “And then it was forty-five minutes. So no. I’m going to go start the oatmeal.”
Ilya’s eyes softened. “You really feel bad?”
“I’m fine,” Shane insisted. “Just… off. I’ll be okay once I get something in me.”
“You want tea? I will make.”
“I can make my own tea. Stay in bed.” He reached out and ran his fingers through Ilya’s curls, pushing them back from his forehead.
Ilya caught his wrist, pressed a kiss to Shane’s palm. “Bossy,” he murmured.
“Still a captain at home,” Shane said automatically, and then winced. “Former captain. Whatever.”
Ilya’s expression flickered, and he squeezed Shane’s hand. “You are always captain. Just now you have better logo.”
Shane snorted. “You hate the logo.”
“Yes, but now you have it with me.” Ilya released him and flopped back. “Go eat something. I will come help in a minute.”
“You will fall back asleep.”
“Probably.”
Shane smiled in spite of himself and headed downstairs, one hand absently rubbing at his sternum as if he could smooth out the acid burn with his palm.
---
By the time Ilya wandered into the kitchen, barefoot, hair flattened on one side, wearing a Centaurs t-shirt that had “ROZANOV 81” stretched comfortably across his back, Shane had already eaten one bowl of oatmeal, two slices of toast, and half an apple.
He was halfway through his second bowl when Ilya stopped in the doorway and stared.
“What?” Shane asked, spoon halfway to his mouth.
“Nothing.” Ilya blinked, then came forward and kissed the top of Shane’s head on his way to the coffee maker. “Is good. You are bulking.”
Shane rolled his eyes. “I am not bulking. I am trying not to puke.”
“Ah yes,” Ilya said solemnly. “Good plan."
Ilya poured himself coffee, added a frankly obscene amount of sugar, and leaned against the counter facing Shane. His gaze did that thing: a quick scan, head to toe, the way he’d watch opposing players. Assessing. Not judging. Just… taking in data.
It was comforting, mostly. Sometimes, lately, it made Shane want to squirm.
“What?” he asked again, more sharply this time.
Ilya shrugged. “You look… tired.”
“That’s because I am tired,” Shane said. “You snored all night.”
“I do not snore,” Ilya said, immediately offended. “Anya snores.”
“She does,” Shane agreed, rubbing the dog’s head with his socked foot where she sprawled under the table. “But you snore too. You do this thing where you whistle on the exhale.”
“You are making this up. You are so rude.” Ilya took a sip of coffee, then nodded at Shane’s bowl. “You finish that, then we walk with dog?”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Let me just-”
He trailed off, pressing his hand over his ribs. A sharp stitch had stabbed his side when he twisted. Not the usual morning stiffness. A real, breath-stealing jab.
Ilya’s eyes sharpened. “What?”
“Nothing.” Shane forced himself to straighten, lifting his chin. “Just moved funny.”
“You move funny all the time,” Ilya said. “But usually you don’t make that face.”
“I said I’m fine.”
Ilya watched him for another beat, then nodded slowly. “Okay. But if you throw up on me or Anya on walk, we will be very offended.”
Shane snorted and shoved another spoonful of oatmeal into his mouth. “Noted.”
---
The stitch lingered through their usual loop along the river, low and nagging. It wasn’t a big deal. He’d had worse. It was just annoying, breathing around it. He shortened his stride a little without really thinking about it, one hand shoved in his hoodie pocket, fingers curled into the fabric just above where the ache seemed to live.
“You are walking weird,” Ilya observed eventually.
“Your face is walking weird,” Shane said, then internally winced at how adolescent that sounded.
Ilya glanced down at him, one eyebrow raised. “Nicely done. Very mature. Maybe you should not come to media day, you will embarrass me.”
“Shut up.” Shane adjusted his grip on Anya’s leash. The dog trotted happily between them, stopping every few feet to sniff something that apparently contained vital information about the neighborhood.
Ilya’s hand brushed Shane’s. “You sure you are all right?” he asked in a low voice. “We can call doctor, if-”
“For what?” Shane snapped, then immediately regretted the bite in his tone. He exhaled and tried again. “I’m sorry. I just- There’s nothing wrong. I’m out of shape, that’s all.”
Ilya snorted. “You are not out of shape. Two weeks ago you skated circles around Wyatt in that charity game.”
“That was different,” Shane said. “That was… adrenaline. And I wasn’t-” He broke off, swallowing, because the inside of his mouth had suddenly filled with saliva in that way that sometimes meant he was about to puke.
He stopped walking, bent his head, and breathed carefully through his nose.
Ilya stopped too. “Shane.”
“I’m fine,” Shane ground out, because if he said it enough times it would be true. “I just… I think I need to talk to someone about my off-season plan. Maybe I didn’t build back up right after Spain. I’ve been feeling kind of… heavy? Not like weight, just-”
He groped for a word. There was no word. Zero. None.
“Sluggish,” he finished. “And my stomach is just… pissed at me.”
Ilya nodded slowly. “Okay. We talk to hockey doctor. But maybe you also talk to actual doctor.”
“What, you think I have, like, an ulcer?” Shane tried for a joke.
“Maybe.” Ilya gave him a small smile. “Or maybe you are allergic to stupid logo.”
Shane laughed weakly. “You wish.”
But the idea of seeing a doctor made him tense up all over. Doctors had too many answers. Too many hands poking and measuring and comparing you to charts. They would say things like ‘you’re not twenty anymore’ and ‘this is what happens after so many seasons’ and ‘maybe you should consider reducing your minutes’.
He was not ready for that conversation. Not when he and Ilya were finally on the same team, with a real shot at a Cup. Not when the Centaurs had built their forward lines around the idea of the two of them as the one-two punch down the middle. He would fix this himself. He always had.
“Let’s just start simple,” he said. “I probably need to tweak my nutrition. Maybe get some bloodwork done. Like, performance doctor. Not…” He flailed a hand. “You know. Old-man doctor.”
“At thirty-one,” Ilya said dryly, “you are very old. It is miracle you can still stand up.”
“Exactly,” Shane said. “I need to make the miracle last.”
Ilya bumped their shoulders together. “You will play until forty and still be annoying.”
“Promise?” Shane asked before he could stop himself.
Ilya’s expression softened. He squeezed the back of Shane’s neck, thumb rubbing just under the line of his hair. “Promise,” he said.
---

That night, lying in bed with Ilya’s arm heavy around his waist, Shane stared at the ceiling and tried to map out every weird thing his body had done in the last few months.
The nausea in Spain. The exhaustion during their playoff run. The way his appetite had swung between non-existent and ravenous. The strange fullness in his abdomen that made certain positions uncomfortable, that made it hard to curl up on his side the way he used to.
The subtle, almost imperceptible shift in his balance that had him reaching for railings on stairs more often than before.
He laid his hand over his stomach, fingers spreading, and felt… not fat. Not exactly. Not muscle, either. Something in between. Something he didn’t have a word for.
“Stop thinking so loud,” Ilya mumbled into his shoulder.
“Sorry,” Shane whispered. “Did I wake you?”
“You did not wake me. My love for you wakes me.” Ilya’s voice was thick with sleep and affection. “Also you are tense like brick. What is it?”
“I think... maybe I need to see the doctor,” Shane said, because if he didn’t say it now he’d chicken out in the morning.
“Good,” Ilya said immediately.
Shane blinked. “Good?”
“You have been… off,” Ilya said thoughtfully. His hand slid down from Shane’s chest, over his ribs, coming to rest just above where Shane’s was. He didn’t press, just rested it there, warm and steady. “Tired. Stomach. You make little faces when you bend. I do not like it.”
“I don’t make faces,” Shane protested automatically.
“Yes. You do.” Ilya nuzzled his neck. “Is not weakness to see doctor.”
“I know that,” Shane said. “I just… don’t want them to tell me I’m… done. Or breaking. Or-”
He swallowed. The word fragile scraped his throat on the way down.
Ilya was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, very softly, “They will not tell you that. I would not let them.”
Shane snorted, a choked little sound. “You gonna fight them?”
“Yes.” Ilya’s mouth curved against his skin. “I am very scary. You have seen. They will say, ‘Rozanov, please, do not hurt us, we will fix your husband.’”
Shane’s laugh came out wetter than he’d like. “You’re an idiot.”
“But you love me,” Ilya reminded him.
“Yeah,” Shane said, his hand shifting under Ilya’s. “I really do.”
“Then let me come with you,” Ilya said. “To doctor.”
Shane hesitated. The idea of sitting on an exam table while Ilya watched someone prod his parts made his skin prickle with embarrassment.
But the thought of doing it alone was worse.
“Okay,” he said eventually. “If you’re allowed in.”
“They will allow me,” Ilya said confidently. “I am very charming."
Shane let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, the tightness in his chest loosening just a little. Ilya’s hand stayed on his stomach, fingers spread, thumb stroking an absent-minded pattern over the fabric of his shirt.
He closed his eyes and finally, slowly, drifted off, telling himself that in a week, maybe two, he’d have a simple explanation. Reflux. Ulcer. Stress.
Something boring. Something fixable. Something that made sense in the world he understood, one of training loads and recovery curves and aging muscles. The idea that there could be another explanation, a wilder, stranger one, never quite formed into a thought he could name.
Not yet.






      

  












      Chapter 2
  








  The waiting room smelled like disinfectant. And stale coffee. And fear.
Maybe that was just Shane, though.
Shane sat on a blue vinyl chair that squeaked every time he shifted, his knee bouncing so hard the whole row of seats vibrated. Across from him, a TV on mute played a loop of some morning show where very attractive people gestured at a chart about heart health.
“You are going to snap your own leg,” Ilya murmured beside him.
He put a hand on Shane’s thigh, heavy and warm, and pressed down gently to still the bounce.
“I’m fine,” Shane said, because apparently that was the only sentence he knew anymore.
“I know,” Ilya said calmly. “You have said fourteen times. I am counting.” 
Shane huffed, staring down at the clipboard in his hands. 
He’d written, carefully, 
Reason for visit:
Fatigue, nausea, abdominal discomfort 
instead of 
Reason for visit:
my body feels wrong and I’m scared it’s breaking.
“I should’ve just gone to the team doctor,” he muttered.
“This is team doctor,” Ilya reminded him. “Dr. Chen covers Centaurs too, remember? She knows hockey people. She will tell you you are just being dramatic and give you antacid.”
“Perfect,” Shane said. “That’s the dream.”
He swallowed. The familiar burn flared in his throat, like his body wanted to make a liar of him even now.
“Shane Hollander?” a nurse called.
He jumped like he’d been whistled for a line change.
Ilya squeezed his leg once before standing too.
The nurse glanced at Ilya and smiled. 
“You can come back too, of course.”
“Of course,” Ilya echoed, like the idea of not going had never once existed in the universe.
---
They did the usual things first.
Shane stepped onto the scale and watched the digital numbers climb. He tried not to flinch.
“You’re up about six pounds from your last physical,” the nurse said, cheerful and neutral. “That’s not bad at all for off-season.”
Six pounds. He’d told himself it was water, travel bloat, extra churros. 
Hearing it out loud made his stomach twist.
“Height, still five-ten?” she asked.
“Five-ten and a half,” Shane said automatically, and then wanted to sink through the floor.
Ilya made a strangled noise behind him that might, in some universes, be classified as a cough.
In the exam room, the nurse wrapped the blood pressure cuff around his arm. 
Shane breathed like he was about to take a crucial faceoff.
“BP’s a little high, but that could be nerves,” she said. “We’ll check again after the exam.”
“I’m not nervous,” Shane lied.
“Of course not.” She smiled politely. “Dr. Chen will be right in.”
The door closed with a soft click. For a second, the room felt too small.
Shane stared at the anatomical poster on the wall opposite the exam table: a very enthusiastic diagram of the digestive system. His stomach lurched in solidarity.
Ilya hopped up to sit on the rolling stool, knees spread, elbows on his thighs. 
He spun it once, slowly, like he couldn’t help himself.
“You okay?” he asked.
“I’m okay.” Shane wasn’t. His mouth was dry. His palms were damp.
He rubbed them on the thighs of his joggers.
“You are a liar.” Ilya nodded at the clipboard. 
Before Shane could argue further, there was a knock and the door opened.
Dr. Chen was in her early forties, hair pulled back in a sleek bun, navy scrubs under a white coat. She shook Shane’s hand firmly and then Ilya’s, her eyes flicking between them with recognition.
“Mr. Hollander, Mr. Rozanov,” she said. “Nice to see you both. Though preferably it would not be because someone feels awful.”
“Hi,” Shane said. “Sorry, I-”
“You do not need to apologize for feeling human,” she cut in gently. “Tell me what’s going on.”
He ran through it, trying to keep his voice clinical. Nausea, off and on for months. Vomiting a couple times on vacation. The exhaustion. The weird fullness. The stitch that wouldn’t quite go away.
He heard how it sounded as he said it: like a laundry list of random complaints from a guy who couldn’t handle turning thirty-one.
“And you’ve continued training?” she asked, making notes on her tablet.
“Yeah. Skating twice a week. Lifting. I mean, I’ve taken more rest days than usual, but my numbers are fine. My heart rate’s fine.”
Dr. Chen listened, head tilted, fingers occasionally tapping on the tablet. She pressed on his abdomen, fingers firm but not cruel, asking, “Here? Here?” as he tried not to flinch.
“It’s… kind of everywhere,” he said, frustrated with how unhelpful that sounded. “Like… I don’t know. Like my whole middle is pissed off.”
“Mmm.” She sat back. “Any changes in bowel habits? Blood where there shouldn’t be? Acid reflux?”
“Reflux, yeah,” Shane said. “Sometimes it feels like I’m breathing fire. But I haven’t seen blood.”
“Any fevers? Night sweats?”
“No.” He hesitated. “I mean, I get sweaty at night sometimes, but I sleep with a furnace.” 
He jerked his head in Ilya’s direction.
“I am very warm,” Ilya agreed solemnly.
Dr. Chen smiled, then sobered. “Any chest pain? Shortness of breath beyond what you’d expect with conditioning?”
Shane shook his head, then paused. “Just… getting winded faster. But I thought that was… you know. Because I’m ancient now.”
“You are thirty-one,” she said dryly. “You are not ancient.”
“Tell that to my joints,” Shane muttered.
She tapped her pen against the tablet. “Okay. Given your history and what you’re describing, my first thoughts are gastrointestinal. Possibly an ulcer, maybe gastritis. I also want to rule out gallbladder issues, given the upper abdominal discomfort and nausea.”
Ulcer. Gallbladder. 
Good. Normal. 
Boring.
“We’ll start with some bloodwork,” she continued. “Check your liver enzymes, inflammation markers, that kind of thing. I’d also like to get an abdominal ultrasound, just to take a look at your organs and make sure we’re not missing anything structural.”
“Like… a tumor?” The word slipped out before he could stop it.
Her expression softened. “Tumors would be very low on my list based on your labs from last year and how quickly this came on. But part of my job is to be thorough. An ultrasound is non-invasive, no radiation, and it will give us good information.”
Shane nodded, throat tight. “Okay.”
She hesitated for a beat, then added almost automatically, “And I know this sounds ridiculous, but I have to ask: any chance you could be pregnant?”
Shane actually laughed. It came out too sharp. 
Ilya made a startled huff that might have been a scoff.
“I- no,” Shane said. “I mean. No. Definitely no. We are careful.”
“All right,” Dr. Chen said easily. “Like I said, I have to ask everyone of reproductive age with your reproductive organs and abdominal symptoms. We’ll get the blood draw done now, and I’ll see if we can squeeze you in with ultrasound today, since you’re here and you’re… high-profile.”
She said it without judgment, just a fact. The word still made his skin itch.
“Okay,” Shane said again.
She patted his shin. “We’ll figure this out. In the meantime, keep doing what you’re doing with bland foods, small meals, that sort of thing. Try to avoid NSAIDs if you can; they can make ulcers worse.”
He nodded like he was listening. His ears felt like they were full of cotton.
---
The blood draw was quick. 
The phlebotomist had clearly done this a million times, and Shane barely felt the needle. 
Ilya watched from the chair, arms folded, jaw tight.
“You’re squeezing your hands,” Shane said.
“I do not like when they poke you and steal blood from you,” Ilya said. “It is rude.”
“It’s their job.”
“Still rude.”
Shane would have rolled his eyes if he wasn’t busy staring at the vial filling with his blood. 
He wondered if it looked different now. 
Thicker. Thinner. 
Something.
The imaging tech’s name was Carla. She was in her fifties, forearms roped with muscle, gray streaks in her tight curls. She wore cartoon scrubs with tiny smiling organs on them. Shane tried not to look directly at the one that was clearly a uterus.
“Hollander?” she asked, glancing between them.
“Yeah,” Shane said, standing up a little straighter. “That’s me.”
“We can take you for ultrasound now, if you’re okay to wait a bit for the radiologist.”
“Now is good,” Ilya answered before Shane could.
They followed her down a different corridor, cooler and quieter. The ultrasound room was dim, lit mostly by the glow from the machine’s dormant screen. There was another bed, another sheet of paper, another pillow with a wipeable cover.
“Gown opens in the front this time,” Carla said, handing him another blue thing. “You can change behind that curtain. Leave your pants and socks on.”
Shane ducked behind the curtain and changed, feeling like he’d done nothing but undress and redress all morning. When he came out, Ilya was perched on a little stool by the head of the bed, knees knocking against the metal frame.
“You are doing good,” Ilya said quietly.
“I haven’t done anything,” Shane said.
“Exactly. Very good.” Ilya reached up and squeezed his fingers. “Just keep doing this.”
He lay back, the paper crinkling again, and hitched the gown open over his chest and abdomen. The air felt cool on his skin. He was very aware of every inch of himself that wasn’t perfectly flat.
Carla snapped on gloves and squirted clear gel onto a probe. “This is going to be cold,” she warned.
She wasn’t lying. Shane sucked in a breath as the gel hit his skin, then let it out slowly as she started moving the probe in smooth arcs over his upper abdomen.
The machine beeped, then hummed to life. The screen lit up with grainy grey shapes he couldn’t interpret. It was angled away from him and Ilya; all he could see was the edge of the frame and a faint flicker.
He tried to relax his stomach. 
Tried not to tense when she pressed a little harder near his ribs.
“So this is just to look at… organs?” he asked, because the silence was worse.
“Liver, gallbladder, pancreas, kidneys, large vessels,” Carla said, eyes on the screen. 
“We take pictures; the radiologist reads them; Dr. Chen will go over results with you.”
“Okay,” he said, because what else was there.
He glanced at Ilya, who was watching Carla’s hands like she was holding explosives.
“Breathe,” Ilya mouthed again.
Shane inhaled, exhaled. The probe slid lower, then to the side. 
Carla’s brow furrowed, just a little.
“Can you take a deep breath in and hold it for me?” she asked.
He did. Held. The room went quiet in that weird way where you could hear the HVAC humming. She clicked a few buttons. The machine made a high-pitched ping. She told him to breathe normally again.
Another sweep. Another pause. Something about her movements… changed?
Less like routine, more deliberate. She angled the probe lower than he expected, down toward where his hoodie normally hung.
“Sorry if I’m pressing too hard,” she said. 
Her voice had gone carefully neutral.
“It’s fine,” Shane lied. 
His heart was starting to race again. 
He could feel it in his throat.
There was a soft whoosh from the machine as she switched modes. 
She adjusted a dial, and suddenly the room filled with a sound that made no sense.
A rapid, rhythmic thudding, like someone had put a microphone to a hummingbird’s chest. 
Not the slow lub-dub of his own heartbeat that he’d heard through stethoscopes. 
Faster. Urgent. Alive. It didn’t play longer than a second or two. 
Shane’s breath snagged. “What is that?”
Carla’s jaw tightened. She clicked something. 
The sound cut off mid-beat, plunging the room back into humming silence.
“I’m just going to get the radiologist,” she said, already pulling the probe away. 
“Try to stay still for me, okay?”
She wiped his abdomen with a towel in a few quick swipes, then was gone before he could form another question.
The door shut with a soft but definitive click.
Shane stared at the ceiling tiles. 
The gel drying on his skin made him feel sticky and exposed. 
His heart was pounding harder now. His hands were cold.
“What the fuck was that?” he whispered.
Ilya’s hand closed around his, fingers warm, palm rough. 
“Probably… machine thing,” he said. “They have many beeps.”
“That wasn’t a beep. That was…” Shane groped for words. 
“Hey.” Ilya shifted his stool closer, so their shoulders almost touched. 
“Look at me.”
Shane couldn’t. His eyes were stuck on the empty spot where the tech had been standing, on the dark rectangle of the monitor.
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice went softer, the one he used in locker rooms with rookies who’d just taken their first bad hit. “Hollander. Look at me.”
He dragged his gaze over, inch by inch.
Ilya’s face filled his field of vision: familiar lines and stubble and the tiny scar near his mouth. His eyes were steady, dark, grounding.
“Breathe with me, okay?” Ilya said. “Like after suicides.”
“This isn’t-” Shane’s voice came out thin. His fingers were tingling now. Someone had replaced his lungs with plastic bags.
“Is the same,” Ilya said firmly. 
“Your body is freaking out, but we know how to fix it. In for four, out for eight, remember?”
Shane swallowed and nodded minutely.
“In,” Ilya said, inhaling exaggeratedly through his nose. “One, two, three, four.”
Shane dragged in a breath with him. 
It caught halfway, but he got there.
“Hold,” Ilya said. “One, two.”
Shane held. His vision wobbled at the edges.
“Out.” Ilya exhaled slowly, lips pursed. 
“One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight.”
Shane pushed the air out, counting along in his head. 
The next inhale came a little easier. By the third, he could feel the pins and needles in his hands starting to fade.
“You are okay,” Ilya murmured. “They just saw something and want other eyes. This is good. Means they are careful.”
“Careful about what?” Shane asked. The fear in his voice embarrassed him.
“I don’t know yet,” Ilya said honestly. “So we do not guess. We wait, we breathe, we bully doctor into explaining.”
A hysterical laugh bubbled up in Shane’s chest. It came out as a choked half-sound. “You can’t bully a radiologist.”
The door opened again.
---
Shane snapped his head around, the motion making spots dance in his vision.
Carla came back in, and she wasn’t alone. Behind her was an older man with salt-and-pepper hair and a badge that read “Dr. Simpson,” and behind him, to Shane’s surprise and sudden unease, Dr. Chen.
They were all trying, very hard, to look calm.
That was somehow worse.
“Shane,” Dr. Chen said softly. “How are you feeling right now?”
“Uh.” His mouth was dry.
“Like I’d really like someone to tell me what the hell is going on.”
“Fair,” she said. She moved to the side of the bed opposite Ilya, so she could see his face clearly. “First, I want you to know you’re stable. Your vitals are okay. You are not in immediate danger.”
That did absolutely nothing to relax him.
“Okay,” he said. “Then why do you look like someone died?”
“No one died,” Dr. Simpson said quickly. His voice had a faint Quebec accent. “Can we…?” He gestured toward Shane’s abdomen.
Shane glanced at Dr. Chen. She nodded.
“We need to look again, if that’s all right. And this time, I’m going to talk you through what we’re seeing.”
He didn’t want them to touch him again.
He wanted to put his hoodie back on and go home and pretend this hadn’t happened.
“Yeah,” he heard himself say. “Okay.”
Carla re-gloved, reapplied gel. The probe touched his skin again, colder now that he was keyed up. The machine whirred and beeped. The screen lit up.
This time, Dr. Simpson angled it so he could see.
Shane had seen ultrasounds before, in movies and commercials and the occasional teammate’s overexcited phone. He’d never understood how anyone made sense of the fuzz.
He understood this one.
Not at first. At first it was just grey and black and brighter spots that meant nothing. Then Carla shifted the probe a millimeter and suddenly there was a rounded shape that was too regular to be an organ, too symmetrical to be random.
A curve. A dome.
Something that looked disturbingly like a skull.
He stared. His own face stared back at him, ghosted in the screen’s reflection.
“What is that,” he said.
It didn’t sound like a question.
Dr. Simpson cleared his throat. “Mr. Hollander,” he said gently.
“What you’re seeing there is a fetal head.”
The word didn’t land.
It bounced off his eardrums and hung in the air.
“A what?” Shane said.
“A fetus,” Dr. Chen said. Her voice was steady but very, very careful.
“You’re pregnant.”
Silence.
Somewhere very far away, the machine clicked. Carla shifted the probe again, and the image changed, resolving into a profile: rounded head, something like a nose, a hazy spine curled like a comma.
“No,” Shane said.
His pulse roared in his ears. The room tilted, then snapped back.
“No, I- No. You asked me. I said no. I would know.”
His laugh was thin and brittle. “I would know if I was pregnant.”
“I believe you,” Dr. Chen said immediately. “I believe that you didn’t know. What we’re seeing here is what’s called a cryptic pregnancy. It’s rare, but it happens. Hormonal levels don’t rise in the typical way, or the body doesn’t respond to them in the usual way, so people don’t get the classic signs. Periods can continue, tests can be negative. Especially in very fit patients with strong core musculature, the physical changes can be… masked.”
He barely heard her. His world had narrowed to the small curved shape on the screen and the cold, slick feeling on his skin.
Ilya’s hand clamped around his. “What are you saying?” he asked, voice low. “How- how far?”
“Based on measurements,” Dr. Simpson said, pointing to a cluster of numbers in the corner, “the fetus is measuring at approximately thirty-four weeks’ gestation.”
“Thirty- ” Shane’s brain did math without his consent.
Weeks. Months. Playoff rounds, road trips, Spain.
“That’s- That’s almost the end.”
“Term is considered thirty-seven weeks and beyond,” Dr. Chen said. “So you’re in your third trimester, yes. But the good news is, structurally, everything looks reassuring so far. The heartbeat we heard earlier-”
“That noise,” Shane said.
“Yes,” she said. “That was the fetal heartbeat. It was strong. Fast, which is normal at this stage.”
He remembered the sound. The little racing thud. His stomach lurched.
“I turned it off quickly,” Carla said, sounding guilty. “I didn’t want to alarm you before the doctor could come in and explain. I’m sorry if that was frightening.”
“Frighte-” Shane cut himself off. His throat felt like sandpaper. “So that was… that was…” He couldn’t finish.
“Your baby,” Dr. Chen said quietly.
The word dropped between them like a puck on clean ice.
Sharp, absolute, changing everything in an instant.
Ilya’s grip on his hand had gone almost crushing. Shane looked at him.
His husband’s face had gone strangely blank, the way it did right before a fight, when he was shutting down anything that might make him hesitate. Only his eyes betrayed him, blown wide and dark.
“Thirty-four weeks,” Ilya repeated, like if he said it enough times it would become reasonable. “But he does not…” He gestured helplessly at Shane’s body. “He does not look…”
“It doesn’t always look like the pictures,” Dr. Chen said. “Your abdominal wall is very strong; the uterus can expand upward and inward rather than out. Your height, your musculature, your training. All of that can hide growth. And if your hormones weren’t behaving typically, you might not have had many symptoms until recently.”
“But Spain,” Shane said faintly. “The wine. The… everything. I was still playing. I got hit. I got hit a lot.”
“I know,” Dr. Chen said. “And I’m not going to lie and tell you there’s zero risk. But the fact that the fetus is measuring on track and has a strong heartbeat are very good signs.”
“Is it… okay?” Ilya asked. The word “it” came out like it hurt him.
“That’s what we’re going to find out,” Dr. Simpson said. “We’ll do a more detailed scan today to check anatomy, blood flow, that sort of thing. We’ll also need to get you in with our high-risk obstetrics team as soon as possible. A cryptic pregnancy in the third trimester in someone with your activity level? That qualifies.”
Shane was only half listening. The other half of him was still stuck on one fact, looping it over and over like a replay.
Thirty-four weeks.
“How…” He swallowed. “How long… How much time do we… is there…?”
“If everything continues normally, you could have anywhere from three to six weeks before spontaneous labor,” Dr. Chen said. “Sometimes a bit more, sometimes less. We’ll be monitoring you closely. But I want you to understand. This isn’t something that’s going to be happening in nine months. It’s… soon.”
Six weeks. Maybe.
He thought of training camp. Preseason. Opening night.
The neat, color-coded timeline in his planner at home.
All of it dissolved, ink running in water.
“At least six weeks,” he repeated, voice hollow. “Right. Okay. We have… time.”
He did the math again, even though it was useless. Six weeks to redo his entire life.
Six weeks to go from “my stomach is weird” to “I am going to have a-”
The word snagged. He couldn’t say it. Not yet.
“We will figure this out,” Ilya said, leaning in so his forehead almost touched Shane’s. “Do you hear me?”
Shane’s eyes burned. “How?” he whispered. “We didn’t even know. I’ve been… I’ve been doing everything wrong.”
“No,” Ilya said sharply. “This is not wrong. This is… surprise.”
“Understatement of the year,” Shane muttered, a hysterical edge creeping in.
Dr. Chen’s mouth twitched, like she wanted to smile but knew better. “I know this is a lot,” she said. “We’re going to give you some privacy in a minute. But before we step out, I want to outline the immediate plan. Today, we’ll finish this scan, get baseline labs. We’ll have you talk to one of our maternal-fetal specialists if they’re available, or schedule for tomorrow. We will also be having a serious conversation about your hockey activities.”
Meaning: you’re not stepping back on the ice the way you think you are.
The panic rose again, hot and choking. Ilya must have felt the way his fingers clenched, because he tightened his grip back, anchoring him.
“One thing at a time,” Ilya said firmly. “First we make sure… baby is okay.” The word came out careful, like he was testing it on his tongue. “Then we talk about everything else. Yes?”
Shane stared at the blurry shape on the screen. Thirty-four weeks. Heartbeat. Spine. Tiny arm he could just make out if he squinted.
One thing at a time.
That was how he’d always done it on the ice.
First shift, first period, first game.
“Yeah,” he whispered. “Okay.”
His hand drifted, almost without his permission, to rest over the gel-slicked curve of his abdomen. For the first time, he didn’t tell himself it was bloat or softness or failure.
He didn’t have a word for what it was yet.
But he knew it wasn’t empty.
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  They left the hospital with a folder thick enough to be a textbook.
Shane held it like it might explode if he loosened his grip. 
It was stuffed with printouts and pamphlets and appointment cards, edges already starting to curl in his sweaty fingers. 
The walk to the parking lot felt wrong. The world was too bright. Cars swooshed by, ordinary and oblivious.
There was a woman wrangling a toddler into a car seat a few spaces over, grunting and laughing while the kid squealed.
Shane’s vision tunneled when the kid’s feet kicked against the door.
He jerked his gaze away so hard his neck twinged.
Ilya took the folder from him without asking, sliding it under his arm along with the car keys.
“I drive,” he said.
Shane nodded automatically. His body climbed into the passenger seat on autopilot. 
Seatbelt, click. Hands curled uselessly in his lap.
“You are very quiet,” Ilya said.
“What am I supposed to say?” Shane asked.
He meant it honestly, but it came out sharp. Ilya only nodded.
“Nothing,” he said. “You do not have to say anything.”
The city moved around them, normal and loud. A bus slowed to a stop in front of a coffee shop. A group of teenagers crossed at a light, hockey bags slung across their backs, laughing. The Centaurs logo flashed from the billboard outside the arena as they passed. A media day promo, his own face blown up ten feet high next to Ilya’s, both of them grinning with sticks on their shoulders.
He stared up at his own smiling face.
He wanted to grab that version of himself by the shoulders and yell
HEY IDIOT!! Something else is happening!! PAY ATTENTION!! 
“So,” Ilya said eventually, voice very careful. “Dr. Chen said we go back tomorrow. Morning.”
“Eight,” Shane said. His voice came out hoarse. “The appointment is at eight fifteen. The high-risk clinic. Another ultrasound, a consult, bloodwork, something about… building a baseline.” He could see the bullet points in his head. Bullet points were safe. Bullet points made sense. “They want me to start iron. And the other thing. The-” 
The word stuck. He cleared his throat. 
“The vitamins.”
“Mm.” Ilya nodded along to Shane’s rambling. 
His knuckles were white on the steering wheel. 
“And I’m supposed to… monitor my symptoms,” Shane went on. Now that he’d started, he couldn’t seem to stop. “Kick counts, if- I mean, movement. They said movement. If I notice… movement. Any patterns. Or any changes. I need to go back through my calendar and figure out when this actually started. Maybe Spain wasn’t- maybe it was earlier. Or later. I need to know what I was doing when-”
“Shane.” Ilya’s voice cut through, gentle but firm.
“What?” 
He turned his head. 
The edges of the world were too sharp.
“I am not saying you are wrong,” Ilya said. 
“You are very good at plans. Plans are… your comfort blanket.”
“I don’t have a comfort blanket,” Shane snapped, and then heard himself and winced. 
“I just- this is a lot. We can’t just go home and… and sit. We have to… tell people. I have to call Wiebe. And Farah. And probably my parents. And-”
“And you need to breathe,” Ilya said.
Shane laughed, a sharp, ugly sound. 
“I am breathing.”
Ilya reached across the console and folded his big hand over Shane’s. 
His palm was warm and steady, thumb rubbing back and forth once, twice.
“Right now you breathe and look out window and not think.”
“I can’t not think about it,” Shane whispered. “It’s inside me.”
Ilya’s jaw flexed. “I know,” he said. “I am thinking about it too.”
Silence filled the car. Shane could only hear his heartbeat in his ears and wonder if the second heartbeat inside of him beat in tune. 
“First step,” Ilya said. “Home. Then food. Then we look at papers. We do not have to solve in one car ride.”
Shane stared at their joined hands. 
“Okay,” he muttered finally. “Fine. Home.”
---
Anya met them at the door with the force of a small hurricane, nails scrabbling on the hardwood. She was all wagging tail and excited whines, launching herself at Shane and Ilya’s legs like she always did when they’d been gone more than an hour.
“Hey, Anya,” he said automatically, looking down just in time to see her snout go straight for his midsection, sniffing enthusiastically.
Instinct made him flinch back, one hand snapping protectively over his stomach.
He froze. 
So did Ilya.
Anya huffed, confused, then sat back on her haunches and blinked up at him, head tilting.
“Hey,” Shane said again, forcing his hand to relax, fingers splaying instead of clamping. 
He reached down and rubbed the soft fur behind her ears. “Sorry. Just… hey.”
Her chest rumbled with a happy little growl. 
She leaned into his thigh like nothing was wrong.
He straightened slowly, folder still clutched in his other hand, and kicked his shoes off by the door. The house smelled like their laundry detergent and last night’s dinner and dog. 
It felt normal. It felt like a set.
“Do you want tea?” Ilya asked, moving automatically toward the kitchen. “Doctor said caffeine is okay but not too much. We have that herbal if-”
“I need to… I should look at this,” Shane said, already heading for the dining table. “We need to… plan.”
The table was still half-covered with the morning’s mail. 
He pushed it aside with more force than necessary, dropped the folder, and flipped it open.
Pages fanned out. Appointment card. Lab request forms. A pale green pamphlet with a stock photo of a smiling woman holding a newborn, titled: “Your Third Trimester.”
His vision went weird for a second, like someone had increased the saturation on the world too high. He turned the pamphlet over so the picture faced the table.
One thing at a time.
“Shane,” Ilya said quietly from the doorway. “Maybe you should sit down.”
“I’m fine.” Shane snapped. 
Ilya said nothing, just walked over and pulled a chair out. 
After a long second, Shane folded into it. The wood was cool under his palms.
“Okay.” He drew in a breath, let it out carefully. “Okay. We have… six weeks.” 
The numbers made his chest squeeze. “We need to-”
“We do not know six,” Ilya said gently. “Doctor said three to six. Maybe more. Maybe… less”
“Great,” Shane said. “So I should plan for tomorrow.”
He reached for his phone, thumb already swiping to his calendar app. 
Training camp dates, preseason schedule, a neat little block that said “Media Day” next week.
It all sat there, smug and pointless.
He stared at it until the events blurred.
“I need to call Wiebe,” he said. “And Farah. And Hayden. And my parents. And we have to figure out… stuff. Like… do we- do we have to buy… things? I don’t even- There are so many things that a-” 
The word baby knocked on the inside of his teeth and he shut his mouth so fast his jaw clicked.
“I don’t know what… what it needs,” he finished lamely.
Ilya pulled out the chair beside him and sat, knees bumping Shane’s. He didn’t reach for the papers yet, like he was giving Shane space to rearrange them into some kind of order.
“Shane.”
It was the same voice Ilya had used on the ultrasound table. 
Shane forced his eyes up.
Ilya’s expression was steady. He looked scared, of course he did. His pupils were too big, his jaw tight, but underneath that, there was that unstoppable, infuriating, beloved solidity.
“We will do all of this,” Ilya said. 
“Calls. Rooms. Whatever furniture tiny human requires.”
Shane winced at human.
“But not right this second,” Ilya continued. “You have not eaten since… oatmeal. And you have been poked and scanned and told… big things. You do not make best plans like this.”
“I don’t have time to wait until I’m… optimized,” Shane said. “We’re already behind. People have, like, months to prepare for this. Years. We have six weeks. Maybe less. God- I am an idiot.”
“You are not idiot,” Ilya said immediately.
“I drank in Spain,” Shane pressed on, as if listing charges. “I took hits. I played twelve playoff games. I threw up, and I thought it was food poisoning, and then I just… kept going. What kind of-” The word parent hovered and he swerved hard. “What kind of person does that?”
“The person did not know,” Ilya said. His accent clipped the words, made them sound heavier. “You cannot be guilty for thing you did not know.”
“Tell that to my…” He gestured again, helpless. “To… it.”
His throat felt too tight. 
He leaned back, pressing the heels of his hands over his eyes until sparks flared.
There was a soft scrape as Ilya picked up one of the papers. 
“Doctor said heartbeat is strong. Measurements are good. For… for them, this is good day.”
Shane dropped his hands, blinking the room back into focus. “For who?”
“For… for high-risk baby doctors,” Ilya said, stumbling a little on the word. 
“They like when high-risk ones… are okay.”
Shane’s breath hitched. 
The room tilted sideways for a second.
“Okay,” Ilya said. He pushed his chair back, stood in one smooth movement, and came around to Shane’s side. “Up.”
“What?” Shane blinked at him.
“Up,” Ilya repeated, hands gentle but inexorable on his elbows. 
“Come. Couch.”
“We don’t have time to lie down,” Shane protested, even as his body sort of… unfolded on autopilot.
“We have time,” Ilya said. “Doctors say you could have six weeks, maybe more. We take fifteen minutes now so you do not explode. Come.”
He steered him into the living room like he was nudging a rookie toward the right faceoff dot. The couch looked exactly the same as it had that morning: throw blanket rumpled over one arm, a couple of dog toys shoved into the corner.
Shane let himself be guided down. The couch gave under his weight, familiar and soft. 
Ilya sat beside him, then reached, carefully, for him.
Shane went stiff.
“Ilya-”
“Shh.” Ilya’s arm slid around his shoulders, broad and solid. 
He shifted, tugging gently until Shane’s side pressed against his chest. “Just breathe.”
Shane took a breath. 
It only served to stir the fire lit inside his chest more. 
He took another still.
“I’m afraid it’s hurt,” Shane said finally.
The pronoun felt like cheating. He didn’t correct it. He couldn’t. 
“I’m afraid I broke…it. Already. In Spain. With the drinks. And the hits I took. I was on the ice with Vaugh in the second round, he elbowed me in the ribs so hard I couldn’t breathe for two shifts, and all I thought was, ‘I’ll get him back on the power play.’ I didn’t- I didn’t think there was anyone else in the equation. Just me.”
Ilya’s hand stilled on his arm.
“I’m afraid,” Shane continued, the words spilling faster now, “that even if everything looks fine now, in ten years they’re going to have some… complication, or condition, or something, and we’ll never know if it was because I was too stubborn to go to the doctor in June, or because I played through that last stretch, or because we went to fucking Ibiza.”
Shane’s voice shook in a way that felt oddly childlike. 
His chest hurt. He wasn’t sure when that had started. 
He wasn’t sure when it’d stop either.
“I’m afraid,” he said, “that I’m going to be bad at this. That my entire personality is ‘control freak about my own body’ and now I have to, what, share it? Give it up? For someone else? I can’t even handle gaining six pounds without losing my mind, what happens when there’s a whole person-”
His voice cracked on the last syllable. He clamped his jaw shut.
Ilya watched him with a stillness that would have read as disinterest from anyone else. 
Shane knew better. He could almost feel thoughts moving behind those dark eyes like gears.
“Okay,” Ilya said after a moment. “Now I tell you what I am afraid of.”
Shane opened his mouth to protest. Ilya kept going.
“I am afraid,” he said slowly, “that I will not be enough rock for you. That you will look at me one day and say, ‘You said it would be okay. It is not okay.’ And you will be right.”
Shane’s head snapped up. “I would never-”
“You might,” Ilya said. He took a breath.
“I am afraid they, the doctors, or this baby, will take you away from me,” he said, and there it was: the naked terror under all his calm. “Doctors. Complications. The… statistics Dr. Chen talked about when they made us sign all those papers. I am afraid they will tell me, ‘We could not save him,’ and I will not have anything to fight. No player to hit. No coach to yell at. Just… nothing. I would be left with nothing.”
Shane’s spine went cold.
“Ilya,” he said.
“I am afraid,” Ilya added, quieter, “that you will decide this was mistake. That you will say, ‘I did not want this, I did not choose this,’ and you will look at them and see only all the things you lost. Ice time. Games. Control.”
Ilya looked down at his hands. 
“I am afraid of a lot of things,” he finished. “But I am not afraid that you hurt them on purpose. You need to stop being afraid of that one, at least. It takes up too much room.”
Shane stared at him.
“I can’t just decide to stop,” he said hoarsely. “That’s not how anxiety works.”
“I know,” Ilya said. “But you can decide not to do it alone.”
That was the thing, wasn’t it.
“I’m such an idiot.” 
Shane repeated, unable to stop the words from tumbling past his lips.
“You are a person,” Ilya said, gentle but firm. “You are my husband. You are…” He hesitated, then added, very quietly, “You are… someone’s… papa, now, I think.”
That word hit harder than “pregnant” had.
Shane flinched. Then he folded.
Sound tore out of him before he could stop it. 
A rough, ugly sob that surprised him with its own force. 
His face crumpled, heat flooding it. He clutched at Ilya’s shirt, fingers twisting in the fabric.
“I fucked up,” he gasped. “I fucked up so bad.”
“Hey,” Ilya murmured, already curling around him, dragging him closer until Shane was half sprawled across his chest.
One big hand cradled the back of his head; the other stayed where it was over his torso, anchoring. “No. No, you did not.”
“I did,” Shane insisted, words dissolving into wet hiccups. “I-I was so sure it was just- just me being out of shape, and I kept losing weight and gaining it and I drank and I took meds I shouldn’t and I let people hit me and what if- what if it’s sick because of me? What if it- what if it dies because I didn’t know- What if I don’t get to-”
Ilya’s hold tightened. “Shane. Look at me.”
Shane tried. It came out as a wet blink against Ilya’s t-shirt.
“You kept them alive through playoffs,” Ilya said, low and fierce. 
“Through travel and stress and everything. Your body did impossible thing, again. It protected… them… even when you did not know. You did not fail.”
“You don’t know that,” Shane choked. “They said high-risk. They said- they said we have to watch it all the time; they wouldn’t say that if everything was fine.”
“That is doctor job,” Ilya said. “To worry about everything so you do not have to. They said heartbeat is strong. They said size is good. They would tell us if it was bad. You know this. You would tell your rookie if he was playing like shit.”
The analogy was so stupid, so perfectly on-brand, that another broken laugh punched out of him.
Tears soaked into Ilya’s shirt. His nose stuffed up. He didn’t care.
“I don’t know how to do this,” he whispered. “I don’t know how to be- that. I can’t even say the word. I don’t know anything. I don’t know what it’s supposed to eat or sleep in or… or how to keep it safe when I couldn’t even-”
“You will learn,” Ilya said. “We will learn. Together. That is all. We will be stupid together. But we have coaches. Doctors, family, the internet.”
Shane made an awful snorting noise that might have been the beginning of a laugh.
His chest hurt. His eyes burned.
But something in him loosened, tiny and stubborn.
“I’m really scared,” he admitted, so quietly he wasn’t sure it counted as saying it. “I’m so… scared.”
“I know,” Ilya said. His voice threatened to crack on the last word; he cleared it quickly.
“Me too. But we are here. You and me, and… them. We are in same house, same couch. We have appointment tomorrow. We have… time, even if is not as much as we thought. We are not alone.”
Shane burrowed closer, pressing his face into the curve of Ilya’s neck.
He could feel the steady beat of Ilya’s heart there, thudding against his cheek.
It was slower than the wild, hummingbird rhythm from the machine. Different. Solid.
His own breaths hitched, then lengthened, pulling in the familiar smell of Ilya’s skin and detergent and faint coffee.
His hands, which had been fisted in Ilya’s shirt, slackened a little.
The folder on the table might as well have been in another universe.
“Just… for a bit,” he mumbled, words blurring with exhaustion. “We can’t… stay like this forever. There’s too much-”
“Later,” Ilya said, fingers combing through his hair in slow, hypnotic strokes. “Planning later. Crying now. Sleeping very soon.”
“Bossy,” Shane tried to say. It came out as a slur.
His eyelids felt like someone had weighted them. 
The crash after the adrenaline was brutal; his limbs were heavy, mind foggy.
Somewhere in the quiet, he thought, dimly: there are three heartbeats in this house now. 
His. Ilya’s. And the one they’d heard for barely two seconds in a cold, dark room.
The thought should have sent him spinning again. 
Instead, wrapped in Ilya’s arms, it slid over him like a blanket.
He didn’t quite get to the word baby before sleep took him. 
The closest he came was a fuzzed half-thought, half-prayer, drifting as he slipped under.
Please be okay.
I promise I’ll try.
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  Shane woke to the sound of his own breathing.
For a second Shane didn’t know where he was. 
The room was dimmer than it should’ve been; the TV was off; his neck hurt in a very specific, couch-related way. His cheek was pressed against something warm and solid that rose and fell under his face in slow, steady intervals.
Ilya’s chest.
Right. The hospital. The folder. The…crying.
He peeled his eyes open. The living room was dipped in late-afternoon gold now, the thin line of light between the curtains cutting across the coffee table and the mess of papers. His throat felt raw, his nose stuffy. He’d drooled on Ilya’s t-shirt; there was a damp patch under his mouth.
“Ugh,” Shane muttered, scrubbing at his face.
Under him, Ilya rumbled a little laugh.
“Welcome back,” he said quietly.
Shane shifted, his back protesting the angle. One of Ilya’s arms was still wrapped around him, heavy and asleep. The other hand was sprawled over Shane’s torso where he’d left it, fingers splayed in a protective bracket across the center of Shane’s t-shirt.
He didn’t flinch away from it this time. He just… noticed it. Noticed the weight. 
Noticed that his own hand had somehow ended up overtop of Ilya’s, fingers tangled.
“How long…?” Shane asked, voice scratchy.
“Hour. Maybe little more.” Ilya’s voice had that thick, just-woke-up edge. 
Shane levered himself slowly upright. 
Every muscle complained. 
As soon as his weight lifted, Ilya flexed the fingers of his trapped arm and winced.
“Pins and needles?” Shane asked.
“Arm is dead.” Ilya rotated his shoulder with a grimace. “Worth it, though.”
Heat slid under Shane’s skin, embarrassed and something else. 
Shane realized he was hungry. Starving, actually. 
His stomach gave a low, resentful growl.
Ilya’s head turned toward the sound like a dog’s ear catching a noise.
“Good,” he said. “You eat. I’ll make dinner,”
“You don’t have to-”
“I know.” Ilya levered himself off the couch, shook life back into his arm until his hand responded with a painful-looking jerk, then bent to kiss the top of Shane’s head like it was the most natural thing in the world. “Shower. You will feel more human.”
Shane’s skin prickled at the thought of stripping down, of looking. 
But the fuzz in his mouth and the residual hospital smell on his clothes were worse. 
He nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “Okay.”
Shane stayed seated for a second, though, watching as Ilya crossed the room to pick up the folder. Ilya held it in one hand like it weighed something, thumb rubbing once along the edge.
“I will put this away for now,” he said. “So it does not jump off table and attack you when we eat.”
“Funny,” Shane muttered. But his chest loosened an incremental degree as the thing disappeared.
He watched Ilya disappear into the kitchen, Anya trotting after him, nails ticking on the hardwood. The faint clatter of cupboards opening and shutting started a second later, followed by the hiss of the stove and the metallic ring of a pot being set down.
Domestic noises. Safe, normal noises. 
They’d sounded like that yesterday too, in a world where his body had only been his.
He pushed himself to his feet and headed for the bathroom.
---
Ilya waited until he heard the bathroom door click shut and the shower come on before he let his shoulders drop.
He set the folder carefully on the kitchen counter, like if he jostled it too hard new complications might spill out. The overhead light made the hospital logo glare bright white in the late-afternoon dimness.
Anya bumped his thigh again. He reached down blindly and stroked her head, fingers moving automatically along the soft line between her ears.
“Is okay,” he told her quietly, in Russian. “We are okay.”
His accent always thickened when he was tired. 
It felt thick now in his own ears.
He opened the fridge.
Inside: leftovers from two nights ago, half a carton of eggs, yogurt, vegetables, and three different brands of protein drink Shane had been test-driving this summer.
You are supposed to eat more, he heard Dr. Chen’s voice in his head. Small, frequent meals. Protein. Hydration.
He could do small, frequent meals. Food, he understood. Bodies, he understood. It was everything beyond that, the statistics, the caveats, the words high-risk, that turned Ilya’s stomach to ice.
He pulled out chicken thighs, a tangle of slightly forgotten kale, an onion, a lemon. He set them on the counter and stood there for a second, palms braced on either side of the cutting board, head bowed.
Image flickered behind his eyes: Shane on that exam table, shirt rucked up, the cool gel smeared across his skin. Shane’s hand squeezing his so tight Ilya’s knuckles had ached. The tiny blip of movement on the screen. The sound he would never forget now, that fast, small, stubborn heartbeat.
He inhaled slowly through his nose, let it out.
Knife. Cutting board. Onion. 
He could do this.
He chopped. The solid thunk-thunk-thunk of the knife hitting the wood set a rhythm. 
The familiar motions pulled his mind into order.
When had he first thought something was wrong?
He’d noticed Shane was tired on the Spain trip. Tired, but he’d blamed the heat, the time difference, the late dinners. It had made sense. Shane was always more wired on the road, more anxious about food. It hadn’t seemed different enough.
Then there had been the morning in May during the second round of playoffs when Shane had gone green halfway through practice, skated stiffly to the bench, and poured out his stomach into a trash can. He’d wiped his mouth, taken some electrolyte drink, muttered something about a bad omelet, and then been back on the ice in ten minutes.
Ilya had watched the whole time from the far side of the rink, jaw clenched so hard his molars had throbbed. Shane had scored two power play goals that night and come off the ice complaining that his ribs hurt where Vaugh had nailed him into the boards.
That had been… nothing unusual. 
Not for playoffs. 
Not for Shane.
But there had been… other things. Small things. 
The kind of things no one else would see because no one else watched Shane like he did.
The way Shane’s hands had trembled for a second when he’d reached for his water bottle post-game in Game Four. The way he’d sat down more heavily than usual in the locker room, like gravity had gotten stronger.
The way he’d fallen asleep on the plane as soon as they’d hit cruising altitude. 
Shane never slept on planes. Not really. Not deeply, anyway. 
Rattling, anxious, yes. Full-body slump with his mouth open, no.
He stirred the onions in the pan, watched them turn translucent, then golden. Added garlic. 
The smell of it filled the kitchen, rich and grounding.
He had seen all of these things. He just had not known what pattern they made.
Still, the knowledge sat heavy in his chest now, not as guilt, but like a stone he could stand on.
I know him, he thought, sliding the chicken into the pan. He had seen the way Shane’s energy shifted before a bad game, before an injury, before an illness. He’d always prided himself on that, on reading his husband’s tells.
He had not guessed this, no. 
But he had been there, beside it, the whole time. 
What if I miss something important? whispered a mean little voice in his head as he flipped the chicken. What if numbers on some paper change, or kicks stop, or symptoms get worse, and you do not see, and this time there is no replay, no second chance, no-
Ilya closed his eyes for half a second, gripping the handle of the pan until his palm hurt.
“Stop,” he muttered, to himself this time.
He opened his eyes again. The chicken was browning nicely, little crackles of fat leaping in the heat. He reached for the kale.
He could watch. He could listen. He could be there, always, forever, arranged around Shane’s life like he’d already been doing for years. He tossed the greens into the pan, the sizzle loud, the steam rising in a hiss.
Ilya squeezed half the lemon over the pan, the sharp citrus scent cutting through the rich garlic.
“We can do this,” he told the air, more convinced now. “We learn.”
---
The bathroom filled with steam faster than usual. Shane’d turned the water up too hot, a little too desperate for sensation that wasn’t cold gel or gloves on his skin. Heat hammered against his shoulders as he stepped under the spray, plastering his hair to his head.
He braced one hand against the tiled wall and just stood there for a minute, letting the water beat down, eyes closed.
Shane was good at knowing his body. That thought had been his refrain for months… years, really. He knew the way his quads burned after back-to-back games, knew what his heart rate did on backchecking drills, knew which kinds of soreness meant “push through” and which meant “stop.”
Apparently he didn’t know when there was an entire other organism hitchhiking.
He slid his hand down his chest, over the plane of his stomach.
It wasn’t some dramatic change. There was no movie-moment roundness, no sudden alien swell. But under his fingertips, there was a subtle newness. A give he wasn’t used to. A tension. The faintest curve where he’d spent years policing flatness.
He’d noticed it in the mirror before, kind of. 
He’d noticed the way his pants fit differently, the way his shirts sat. 
But every time he’d chalked it up to travel bloat or a slightly off training cycle.
What kind of idiot misses this?
He let his forehead thump gently against the tile.
Heat ran over his skin. The shame that rose now wasn’t the same as the hospital shame, though. It didn’t have the same sharp, panicked edge. This was slower, heavier. A realization settling.
He rinsed off, turned the water down, and stepped out into the foggy mirror world.
He wrapped himself in a towel and caught his reflection. Damp hair, eyes shadowed, face thinner than he liked. There was tiredness and fear there, yeah. But something else too, glittering faintly around the edges.
It might have been resolve.
---
The smell hit Shane halfway down the hall: onions and garlic and tomato, something hearty under it. His stomach prompted an opinion about that, an uncomfortable twist that felt halfway between hunger and nausea.
“I am determined to feed you,” Ilya called from the kitchen as soon as he heard Shane’s footsteps. “So you cannot argue. I have already made too much.”
Dinner looked… normal.
Two plates were set at the table, the mail piled neatly on the sideboard instead of scattered across the surface. The hospital folder sat beside the toaster, closed and slightly out of reach, like a third place setting no one was inviting to sit down yet.
In the center of the table sat a pan of chicken and greens, steam still rising. There was rice, too, and a bowl of sliced tomatoes dressed with something that smelled like vinegar and dill.
Anya lay under the table, eyes tracking Shane with hopeful intensity.
Ilya was at the stove, back to him, stirring something in a small pot.
The domesticity of it hit Shane in the chest in a weird, sideways way. It shouldn’t be remarkable. They did this all the time. They’d spent years building a life that had this as its default.
But now there was this third variable hanging over everything, turning all the edges slightly unfamiliar.
“Hey,” Shane said.
Ilya turned. “Better?” he asked.
“Less… hospital-y,” Shane said. “You made actual food.”
“As opposed to fake food?” Ilya arched an eyebrow. 
“Sit. Before I change my mind and eat yours also.”
“Rude.”
“Hungry.” Ilya flicked the stove off and moved to the table, scooping rice onto Shane’s plate first. “You need more. Doctor said protein. Iron.”
“You memorized it already?” Shane sank into the chair. The wood felt solid under him, more solid than it had earlier, or maybe that was just the absence of adrenaline.
“Of course.” Ilya spooned chicken and kale onto his plate, then onto his own. “You were busy having existential crisis.”
“I had multiple, actually.” Shane poked at the food with his fork, then took a bite. Flavor exploded in his mouth. Garlic, lemon, the rich, comforting fat of the chicken. “Jesus. Did you pull a full dinner out of the fridge with, like, three ingredients?”
“I am magic,” Ilya said mildly. “Eat.”
Shane took another bite. His body, traitorous, went from I’m not hungry to Devour Everything in record time. He tried not to look too desperate about it, but his fork kept finding its way back to his mouth.
He realized halfway through the plate that his free hand had settled, without his conscious permission, over his midsection again. Not pressing, not guarding. Just… resting there. Like he’d done sometimes without thinking after big games, when his abs ached from overuse.
He was aware of it now, though, sharply. His fingers splayed the way they had on the couch earlier, spanning the width of the slight curve. Protective, almost.
He forced himself not to snatch it away. Left it there. Experiment.
Ilya’s eyes flicked down for half a second, catching the movement. A tiny crease showed up between his brows, then smoothed out.
“They will like this,” he said casually, slicing his own chicken.
Shane’s fork paused midway to his mouth. “What?”
“Food.” Ilya nodded at his plate. “Protein. Greens. Doctor said this is good.”
Oh. Shane’s appetite stuttered.
Ilya must have felt the way he went a little still, because he set his fork down and leaned his forearms on the table.
“You have been tired,” Ilya said eventually, after a stretch where the only sounds were forks scraping gently and Anya’s snuffling sighs. He said it like a fact, not an accusation.
Shane’s fork paused.
“Yeah,” he said carefully.
“Harder to get out of bed. After road trip last month, you slept almost twelve hours.”
“Jet lag,” Shane said automatically.
“And before that,” Ilya went on, calm, “you had that day where you threw up and said it was food poisoning from airline eggs.”
“It was food poisoning,” Shane insisted, and then made a face at himself. “Maybe.”
“You do not get food poisoning three times in two months,” Ilya said. “Unless the food is trying to murder you.”
Shane’s lips twitched.
“I thought it was just… I don’t know.” He gestured helplessly. “Weird bloat. Bad carb timing. Something I screwed up. You could’ve said something.”
“I did.” Ilya pointed his fork at him. “I noticed. You were more tired. You were… thinner, but your body was working harder.”
“I thought you were just being… you,” Shane said, thumb tapping against his shirt. “Being overprotective.”
“Mm.” Ilya considered that, then shrugged one shoulder. “I did not know, not really. I am not psychic. But I knew something was… off. Not in bad way. Just… you were different. I thought maybe it was stress, or… I don’t know.” He glanced at the folder. “Something we would find out later.”
Guilt stirred, familiar and ready to roar. 
You should have listened. 
You should have taken it seriously.
But it didn’t crest the same way this time. It hit something solid instead, broke and ran off in different directions.
“I’m gonna clean up,” Shane said when they’d both made respectable dents in their plates. “At least let me do that much.”
“No, I can do,” Ilya said. “Then we go to bed.”
In the end, they compromised: 
Shane washed, Ilya dried and put away. 
It was a stupidly mundane argument and it soothed him more than any pamphlet could have.
By the time the kitchen was back in order, fatigue had crept back in around the edges, fuzzing his vision a little.
The clock on the microwave said it was barely seven.
He should check his email, he thought. 
Check his calendar. 
Text Wiebe. Call Farah. 
Call his parents. Make a list.
The folder on the counter pulsed at the edge of his vision like it had its own gravitational pull.
“Later,” Ilya said, following his gaze. “Tomorrow.”
“That’s your answer for everything now?” Shane asked. “Tomorrow?”
“For big things, yes.” Ilya wiped his hands on a towel and then reached out to tug gently at the hem of Shane’s t-shirt. “Now, bed. Doctor said rest.”
“I hate that you’re using her against me,” Shane grumbled.
“You love meee,” Ilya countered. 
Shane did not dignify that with a response, mostly because it was true.
He checked that Anya’s water bowl was full, turned off the lights, and let Ilya herd him down the hall. Their bedroom was half-lit by the lamp on the nightstand, throwing familiar shadows against the walls. 
Shane changed into clean clothes earlier, so he just crawled in on his side, pulling the duvet up. The mattress enveloped him in that way he usually didn’t think about. 
Tonight, he felt every inch of give.
Ilya went through his own small routine, plugging in his phone, setting his watch on the dresser, shedding his t-shirt with an absent movement. He moved slower than usual, like he was aware the air around them was fragile.
He slid into bed behind Shane, the mattress dipping with his weight. After a second, he shifted closer, his front lining up along Shane’s back, so they were a neat stack of limbs and heat.
“Okay?” Ilya asked softly.
Shane made a noncommittal noise. 
His brain was tired enough that coherent answers felt like advanced calculus.
“What if…” Shane started, then realized he had no idea how to finish that sentence.
“What if what?” Ilya’s breath was warm against the back of his neck.
“What if it comes early?” Shane asked finally, the question that had been gnawing at him since Dr. Chen had said words like preterm and monitoring and NICU. “What if something goes wrong and we’re not ready and I didn’t… read enough or buy enough or figure it out, and then everything happens and I’m just standing there like an idiot?”
There was a beat of quiet.
“You will not be idiot,” Ilya said.
“You can’t promise that.”
“I can promise you will not be alone.” Fingers slid slowly along Shane’s forearm, tracing the muscle there. “Doctors will be there, nurses, your parents. Me.”
Shane stared at the wall. 
He felt floaty-tired. 
Like he was drifting just above his own body.
“Do you think it can… hear us?” he asked, before he could talk himself out of it.
“Probably,” Ilya said. 
“Or they will pretend to not hear, like you do when I tell you to go to sleep.”
“Rude,” Shane muttered, automatic.
“Honest.” Ilya’s hand left his arm and came to rest, very gently, over the curve of his stomach. 
“Hello,” he added, voice even quieter now, half into Shane’s shoulder, half into whatever space lived under his palm. “You did good work today. You made your papa cry a lot.”
“Don’t tell it that,” Shane said, horrified.
“Is important they know you have… feelings,” Ilya insisted, amusement threading through the word. “Otherwise they will think you are robot.”
“Ilya.”
“What?” Ilya’s hand warmed the fabric of Shane’s shirt. 
His thumb drew a slow circle there. “We should be honest family.”
Family.
The word sent a sharp, bright ache through him, like biting into something too cold.
“I…” Shane swallowed. “I don’t know how to… feel about…them,” he admitted. “Is that… bad? I feel like I should have this… bond, or whatever, and instead I just feel… scared. And annoyed. And like my own body decided something without me knowing. I feel… betrayed.”
“Is not bad,” Ilya said immediately. “Is honest. You just found out today. Your brain is still on loading screen.”
“That’s not a medical term.”
“Is gamer term,” Ilya said. “Very serious.”
Shane huffed a laugh into his pillow.
“What if we screw them up?” The pronoun felt easier this time. A little less like swallowing glass. “What if I’m too controlling, or you’re too… you, and they end up hating hockey. And both of us. And run away to join the circus or something.”
“Then we will drive them to circus,” Ilya said.
Shane huffed.
“And we will buy tickets,” Ilya went on, matter-of-fact. “And we will be loudest ones there. Because if they hate hockey but love circus, that means we did something right. We did not make them feel like they had to be copy of us to be loved.”
Shane’s hand tightened reflexively under his. “I keep thinking I’m… supposed to know things,” he said. “Like how people say, ‘I knew it was there the whole time,’ or ‘I felt them kick and instantly fell in love’ or whatever. I don’t… feel anything like that.”
“I do not think there is ‘supposed to,’” Ilya said. “People lie a lot about feelings. Make them sound pretty. Maybe you feel… something big later. Maybe not. You are allowed to be scared first.”
“Do you…” Shane hesitated. “Do you… think anything?”
He could feel Ilya think about his answer, his chest expanding and contracting against Shane’s back in a slow, measured rhythm.
“I think…” Ilya said finally, “they are girl.”
Shane twisted half-around to stare at him over his shoulder. “Why?”
Ilya’s mouth curled, small and self-conscious.
“Just… feeling,” he said. “Stupid, maybe.”
Shane raised an eyebrow.
“Also I think she will be very beautiful,” Ilya added.
“If we have a son, he won’t be beautiful?” Shane protested.
“I did not say boys cannot be beautiful,” Ilya said calmly. “But in my head I see… little girl who yells at referees in three languages and makes you crazy and me stupid.”
Something in his chest twisted, sharp and sweet. 
A ridiculous, impossible picture flashed through his mind: a kid with his eyes, maybe, and Ilya’s hair, tugging on a Centaurs jersey that dragged on the floor. 
Tiny hands in oversized mittens. 
A small, stubborn mouth.
He pushed it away instantly, heart thudding. Too much. Too far.
“I don’t…” He shook his head, pressing his forehead into the pillow for a second. “Am I supposed to know? I don’t… feel one way or the other. I just feel like I’m behind in a class I didn’t sign up for.”
“You are not supposed to know,” Ilya said. “Nobody is supposed to know until they tell you. Or doctor tells you, if you look early.” He shrugged against Shane’s back. “You can be neutral. I will be… annoying, with my guesses.”
Shane let that sit for a second.
“You hope it’s a girl?” he asked quietly.
“I hope…” Ilya hesitated. His hand on Shane’s stomach flexed, the touch turning from joking to more intent. “I hope they look like you,” he said, and the way he said it made Shane’s breath catch.
Shane half-turned again, trying to see his face.
In the low light, Ilya’s eyes looked very dark, very open.
“Why?” Shane asked. His voice came out thinner than he meant it to.
“Because,” Ilya said slowly, choosing each word, “then maybe you will look at piece of yourself with same love I do.”
Shane’s lungs stopped cooperating for a second.
He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again.
“That’s…” He tried to laugh it off, but the sound cracked. “That’s not how that works.”
“Maybe it is,” Ilya said. “You are very good at hating your body when it does not do exactly what you want. Maybe if you see little person with your nose, your eyes, your freckles-” He reached up to tap Shane’s cheeks lightly. “-and you love them anyway, even when they make mistakes, maybe you will understand what I feel when I look at you.”
Shane stared at him.
“Ilya…” he said, and then nothing. 
His throat was too tight to fit words through.
“Is selfish wish, maybe,” Ilya added, a little rush, like he was afraid he’d said too much and wanted to backpedal. “But I think about it. When I let myself.”
Shane’s eyes burned again, but no tears came this time.  He felt hollowed out from earlier, scraped raw in a way that made everything land harder. 
He reached, blindly, and found Ilya’s hand on his stomach. 
He laced their fingers together over the curve. 
The gesture felt… monumental, somehow.
“I don’t know if that’s how it’ll work,” he said, when he could get sound out.
“I know.” Ilya squeezed his fingers. “But maybe. We will see.”
Silence settled over them again, but it wasn’t empty. 
It was full of that hope Ilya had just confessed, ridiculous and terrifying and beautiful.
“We’re really doing this,” Shane said, the words half-wonder, half-dread.
“We are already doing,” Ilya replied. He lifted their joined hands and pressed his lips to Shane’s knuckles.
Shane’s heart, traitorous thing, softened. 
Shane exhaled slowly.
He thought again, briefly, of the three heartbeats he’d catalogued earlier. His, Ilya’s, the little hummingbird one in the dark.
He leaned forward until his forehead rested against Ilya’s, their noses almost brushing. Their joined hands stayed where they were, over the small, fragile curve between them.
“We’ll figure it out,” Shane murmured. “Right?”
“Yes,” Ilya said, with so much certainty Shane almost believed him on the spot. “We already are.”
Shane believed Ilya more than Shane didn’t believe himself. 
It was a start. 
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  The next morning, the world felt too bright again.
Shane sat in the passenger seat with both hands wrapped around a travel mug he wasn’t actually drinking from. The tea inside had gone lukewarm somewhere between their front door and the highway. The cardboard felt damp against his palms.
The hospital came into view faster than seemed fair.

Same parking lot. Same rows of cars. Different wing this time.
“High-risk obstetrics,” Ilya read off the sign slowly as they pulled into a space.

“Very cheerful name.”
“Yeah,” Shane said. His voice sounded like it was coming from the bottom of a pool.

“Love that for me.”
He unbuckled his seatbelt and couldn’t help noticing how the strap had sat a little differently today. Lower. He’d adjusted it without thinking when they’d pulled out of the driveway.
Now he thought about it. It felt like it was choking him.
The air outside the car was cool, early-morning crisp. The sky over the lot was that flat blue that promised it would be hot in a few hours. Shane fell into step beside Ilya, the folder clamped under his arm this time. It felt like a pass he might drop if he didn’t keep his fingers dug in.
The high-risk clinic had its own entrance. Automatic doors whooshed them into a waiting room that was both too familiar and not at all.
Shane’s skin prickled.
He tugged at the hem of his hoodie, suddenly aware of every inch of his own torso.

Of how he did not look like them.

Of how, apparently, he belonged here anyway.
He could feel Ilya looking at him out of the corner of his eye, a steady warmth at his side.
“You want to sit?” Ilya asked quietly.
Shane swallowed. The smell of the clinic hit him. It was disinfectant, printer ink, someone’s floral hand lotion. Beneath that, something warmer, human. He couldn’t name it.
“Check in first,” he said. “Then sit.”

Tasks. Steps. He could do steps.
The receptionist smiled at them when they approached, fingers poised above a keyboard.
“Name?”
“Hollander,” Shane said. “Shane. Eight-fifteen.”
Her eyes flicked to her screen, then back up.

“Got you. You’ve been pre-registered through Dr. Chen. I just need to confirm a few things.”
He braced himself.
“Date of birth?”

He rattled it off.
“Address, phone number, insurance, emergency contact, that’s still Ilya… R…?”

She squinted at the pronunciation and then looked up at them.
“Ro-zanov,” Ilya supplied, leaning in.
“Great.” She typed for a second more.

“And just to confirm, you’re still using he/him pronouns?”
Shane’s brain stuttered.

He blinked at her. “Uh. Yeah. Yes.”
“Perfect.” She said it like he’d confirmed a mailing address.

No fanfare, no discomfort. He felt something in his chest unkink by one notch.
“As you know, this is the high-risk clinic,” she went on. “You’ll have an ultrasound first, then a consult and exam. You may also meet a nurse educator today if timing works out. I have your gender marker here as ‘male’ and your reproductive organs listed separately, per how Dr. Chen set it up. If anything changes about how you’d like that recorded, just let us know.”
Recorded.

Like stats, almost.
He flashed back, abruptly, to another reception desk.

Plastic chairs that were too tall for his legs. A fish poster instead of a fish tank.
“How old are you, sweetheart?” that receptionist had asked, pen poised.
“Eight,” he’d said. “And I’m a boy.”
She’d looked up at his mother then, not at him.

Her eyebrows had done a weird dance.
Now, the woman in front of him just handed him a clipboard.

“There’s a couple of questionnaires to fill out while you wait. You can bring them back up or give them to the nurse. Have a seat; they’ll call you.”
Shane nodded and turned away, the past slipping back into its box.
Soft music played from somewhere invisible, the kind with too many flutes. The chairs were upholstered instead of vinyl, upholstered in a pale green that Shane was ninety percent sure was supposed to be soothing. A framed watercolor of some abstract flowers hung crooked on the wall.
He sat in the chair nearest the end of the row, the one closest to the exit.

His fingers worried the edge of the clipboard they’d given him, the paper already gone soft where his thumb kept skimming over it.
PATIENT INFORMATION, the top of the form said in cheerful blue letters.
Under “Name,” he’d written:

Shane Hollander
Under “Sex,” he’d checked:

M
Under “Current Pregnancy,” the options had been:

☐ Planned ☐ Unplanned
Shane had been staring at those two boxes for a long time.

His pen hovering, until the words blurred.
“I am going to break this chair,” Ilya muttered quietly beside him.
Shane glanced over. Ilya may break the chair. He had wedged himself into the seat one over, long legs stretched out awkwardly, knees nearly hitting the coffee table. 
“You’re not going to break the chair,” Shane said.
“It is very small.”
“It’s a normal chair. You’re just… you.”
“Rude,” Ilya said. “But true.” His hand was on Shane’s knee again. 
It had been there since they sat down, thumb rubbing back and forth over the seam of Shane’s joggers in a slow, steady pattern that might’ve been grounding if Shane’s skin didn’t feel so far away.
Shane looked back at the clipboard. When did his hand start shaking?
Under “Current Pregnancy,” he finally wrote, in cramped letters beside both boxes:
I don’t 

know.
---
Shane had known he was a boy before he knew the actual word for it.
The memory resurfaced with that weird, sharp clarity now, sitting in a high-risk obstetrics waiting room that had three different pamphlet displays for “BREASTFEEDING SUPPORT.”
He remembered being five, maybe six, sitting on the carpet in his parents’ living room with a bunch of cousins. There’d been some dumb argument about who got to play with the mini-sticks.
“You can’t even be on our hockey team,” one of the older boys had said, exasperated.

“You’re a girl.”
“I’m not,” Shane had said, hot, immediate.

“I’m not a girl.”
The boy had laughed, big and mean.

“You literally are.”
He could still feel the twist of fury in his small chest.

The way he’d leapt to his feet, tiny fists balled, lungs burning with words he didn’t have.
His mom had intervened eventually, pulling them apart, smoothing things over.

But later, when she’d found him sulking in his room, she’d sat on the edge of his bed and asked, gentle, “What’s going on, honey?”
Shane had stared at the Star Wars poster on his wall and blurted,

“They keep saying I’m a girl. I’m not. I’m a boy.”
He’d expected a lecture. Or laughter. Or that tired grown-up thing where they said Oh honey and patted your head and didn’t listen at all.
Instead, his mom had gone very still.

Then she’d said, carefully, “Okay. How long have you felt like that?”
“Since, like. Always,” he’d said, because it was true.

“It just… feels wrong when they say the other thing. It makes me… mad. And… itchy.”
His mother had blinked hard, eyes going a little shiny.
“Okay,” she’d said again, voice very quiet. “Okay. Thank you for telling me.”
She’d left his room shortly after that. He’d thought he’d done something wrong and stared at the closed door until his eyes hurt.
Ten minutes later, both his parents had come back in.

His dad had sat on the floor so they were at eye level.
“Hey, buddy,” he’d said. “So. Mom told me what you said.”
Shane had shoved his hands under his thighs to keep them from shaking.

“Yeah?”
“Yeah,” his dad had said. “So… you feel like a boy.”
“No, I am a boy,” Shane had corrected, instant and fierce.
His dad had let out a breath, nodding like he was trying to process, “Well… Okay.” 
That had been it. No questions he couldn’t answer. No argument. Just… okay.
The next year at school, when the teacher asked if anyone wanted to be called a different name, Shane’s mom had put a gentle hand on his back and said, “Go on, tell her what you told us.”
He’d stood up on wobbling legs and said, “I’m Shane, not Shino.”
The teacher had blinked, then nodded, then written it down. Sometimes, when he told other trans kids that story as an adult, he could see the envy in their faces, sharp as a knife.
He carried that knowledge like armor now, sitting here.

His parents had known who he was before he did.

They’d never once called him their daughter again.
He was a boy.

He had always been a boy.

Even here. Even now.
Even with a high-risk pregnancy clipboard in his lap and a baby he hadn’t known about thirty-four weeks in.
“Mr. Hollander?” a voice called. He flinched.
“Yeah,” he said, standing up too fast.

The room tilted for a second, then righted.
A nurse in light purple scrubs smiled at him from the doorway.

She had a badge that said “Kim, RN” and a small enamel pin of a cartoon uterus on her pocket.
Of course, Shane thought distantly. Of course.
“You and your partner can come on back,” she said. “We’ll start with vitals and then the ultrasound tech will grab you, okay?”
Shane nodded.
Ilya stood up beside him. The chair he’d been sitting in sighed audibly in relief.
---
The hallway was painted an even softer green than the waiting room. Everything in this place seemed designed to be gentle, as if the walls were afraid of startling them.
“Any dizziness?” Nurse Kim asked as she led them, brisk but not rushed.

“Headaches? Leaking fluid, bleeding, contractions?”
Yes, no, what does a contraction feel like, should I know that already, how am I supposed to-
“No,” Shane heard himself answer. His voice sounded like it was coming from the other end of the corridor. “Just… tired. And the nausea is still kind of… there.”
“Nausea is pretty common,” Kim said. “We’ll talk with the doctor about management, but I’m glad you came in. Cryptic pregnancies can be a lot to process.”
There was no judgment in her tone. Just acknowledgement, like she was naming the weather.

Shane nodded, throat tight.
As they walked down the hallway, tile passing under his sneakers in squares, the edges of his vision fuzzed for a second.
Shane was eleven, walking down a different hallway.

His sneakers lit up when he stepped, little bursts of red LED.

He’d saved up his allowance for them. They were boys’ sneakers; he’d insisted.
The nurse then, a different name, different badge, had looked at his chart, at his face, at his mother.
“Okay, young lady,” she’d said. “Hop up on the scale.”
He’d felt the words like a slap, hot and wrong.

His mother had squeezed his shoulder so hard it almost hurt.
“He prefers ‘he,’ actually,” she’d said calmly. “And he’s Shane.”
The nurse had blinked.

“Oh,” she’d said, flushing. “Of course. Sorry, buddy.”
He’d liked that word. Buddy.

He’d held onto it all the way through the blood draw.
“Go ahead and hop up on the scale first,” Kim said now. “Shoes off.”
Shane obeyed automatically.

Numbers appeared. He didn’t look.
“Weight is stable from yesterday,” she said, tapping it into the tablet. “BP next.”
He offered his arm. The cuff squeezed, hard.

He focused on the pattern of Ilya’s knuckles where his hand rested on the back of the chair.
“Still a little high,” Kim murmured.

“But given everything that’s going on, I’m not surprised. We’ll keep an eye on it.”
Everything that’s going on.

Nice, neutral phrase to cover: 
Hi, you’re a pro hockey player and also you’re thirty-four weeks pregnant and nobody noticed.
“Can I just confirm how you’d like us to note your gender and pronouns in the chart?” Kim asked as she typed. “We’ve got ‘male’ but I want to make sure that’s correct and that your providers are on the same page.”
Something in Shane’s chest unclenched a notch.
“Yeah,” he said. “Male. Man. Uh, He… him?”
“Got it.” She smiled up at him, quick and efficient.

“If anyone slips up, you let me know and I’ll set them straight.”
Shane blinked.

“Okay,” he said quietly.
Ilya made a small approving noise behind him.
“Go ahead and lie back for me,” Kim said. “Shirt up to just under the chest is fine. We’ll get a baseline fetal heart rate strip while we wait for the ultrasound.”
Fetal. Heart rate.

His stomach performed some kind of Olympic-level gymnastics routine.
He did as she asked, the paper on the exam table crinkling under his shoulders. She strapped two wide elastic bands across his midsection, affixing round monitors to the spots where Carla had pressed the probe yesterday.
“This one’s the toco,” she said, patting the upper one.

“It measures uterine activity. This one listens to baby’s heartbeat.”
Baby.

He watched her fingers move, attaching wires, clipping them to the machine.
A moment later, the room filled with a sound that still didn’t sound real.
Thumpthumpthumpthumpthump-
Fast. Insistent. Like someone sprinting on tiny feet.
“That’s the baby.” Kim said, eyes on the screen.

“Heart rate is in the 150s. That’s right where we want it.”
The sound ricocheted around the room and into Shane’s ribs.

He swallowed. His hands were flat on the table, palms sweaty.
Shane remembered being twelve and sitting in a doctor’s office that smelled like paper and hand sanitizer, the old kind of pediatrician that had cartoon animal stickers on the cabinets.
He’d been in shorts, legs swinging off the edge of the exam table. Bandaids and bruises covered his arms and his legs. He was proud. His mom had sat in the chair, purse on her lap, back straight with a kind of calm tension he recognized now from playoff overtime.
“So,” the endocrinologist had said, glancing from the chart to Shane to his parents. “We’ve got the labs back. Everything looks good. There’s no medical reason you can’t begin testosterone at this point, if that’s still what you want.”
If that’s still what you want.

As if he hadn’t been begging for it for two years.
“Yes,” Shane had said, so fast his voice cracked. “Yeah. It is.”
His dad had squeezed his mom’s hand.

“We support him,” he’d said. “We just want to know the risks.”
The doctor had nodded and launched into a long explanation about fertility, about changes, about side effects. Shane had heard maybe half of it. His pulse had been roaring too loud in his ears.
The words that did stick had been things like:
“Voice will deepen.”

“Fat redistribution.”

“Cessation of menses.”

 “Possible infertility.”
“Once we start,” the doctor had said, “we consider it a long-term commitment. It can be difficult to reverse some of these changes.”
“Good,” twelve-year-old Shane had said, gripping the edge of the table so hard his fingers hurt. “I don’t… I don’t want to go back.”
He could still remember his mom’s face then, how her eyes had shone but her smile had been steady. “Then we go forward,” she’d said.
They’d started with a tiny dose. Just enough, the doctor had said, to nudge his body along.

To turn down some signals and turn up others.
Within months, his voice had started to scrape around the edges. A year later, he’d had stubble on his chin and a chest that was more pec than anything else. By sixteen, no one at the rink misread him anymore. He’d been just another boy in a locker room full of them, his binder traded for compression shirts, his old name a ghost he only heard from distant relatives at holidays.
Testosterone had been his miracle drug.

The thing that made his outsides match his insides, that took his rage and folded it into muscle.
It had probably saved Shane’s life.
---
Shane had gone off testosterone in a bland office with no fish tank, years later. The doctor had had the polished, neutral expression of someone who’d been told ahead of time what to expect.
“The NHL follows WADA guidelines,” the doctor had said, flipping through Shane’s file. “Testosterone is on the prohibited list without an exemption.”
Shane’s hands wouldn’t stop shaking and he couldn’t unfocus his eyes on the desk’s edge.
“We could try for a therapeutic use exemption,” the doctor had continued. “But that process is… intrusive. And there’s no guarantee. It would put your medical details in front of more eyes. The League, anti-doping organizations…people who don’t need to know.”
Shane had understood that immediately. More eyes on his chart. More opportunities for something to leak, for someone to file one thing under the wrong gender and start a cascade he couldn’t stop.
“What happens if I stop?” he’d asked.
The doctor had laid it out dispassionately:

fatigue, mood changes, return of menstruation, possible shifts in fat distribution.
“You’ve already gone through a full male puberty,” the doctor had added. “Your voice won’t change back. Your skeleton won’t shrink. You’ll lose some of the anabolic benefits, but with your discipline?” He’d shrugged. “I think you can maintain performance. With careful training.”
With careful training might as well have been a challenge engraved on a plaque.
Shane had looked at his hands, knuckles smattered with old scars from slashes and falls. He’d thought about the rink, about the feeling of blades cutting clean arcs into ice, about hearing his name announced in an arena that shook with sound.
He’d thought about his parents, and about every time someone had believed him when he said who he was. He’d thought about what happened to people like him when the world decided they were interesting.
“I’ll stop,” he’d said. “I don’t want TUEs. I just want to play.”
“We’ll set you up with an endocrinologist to monitor things,” the doctor had said.
They’d phased him down over a year. Slowly, carefully, so his body didn’t crash. His endocrinologist had been there, his parents, a therapist he half-liked.
It’s okay, they’d all said. You did most of the puberty you needed. Your voice is set. Your bones are built. You look the way you want.
You’ll be fine.
He’d said okay, because hockey was his dream and this was just another sacrifice for it.

Like early mornings and bruised ribs and Christmases on the road.
He’d told himself his body was stable now. Frozen in the shape he’d carved it into.
He’d trusted his body to behave.

He’d been wrong about that.
The monitor next to him beeped softly, the paper strip inching out with little jagged lines. The heartbeat didn’t slow.
Thumpthumpthumpthump-
Shane looked over in time to see Ilya’s eyes warm at the sound, but before Shane could say anything, the door opened.
There was a new face, a woman in her late thirties with dark hair pulled into a low bun and a stethoscope around her neck. Her badge read “Dr. Amrita Girard, Maternal-Fetal Medicine.”
“Hi, Shane,” she said. “Hi, Ilya. I’m Dr. Girard. I’ve been looking over your file, and I’m glad we could get you in quickly. I know this is… a lot.”
“That’s one word for it,” Shane said.
Her eyes crinkled briefly. “We’ll take it one step at a time. For now, Kim’s going to finish so we know as much as we can about how baby is doing. Then we’ll talk.”
Baby. Their baby.
“Here,” Kim said softly. “This is baby’s head. This line here is the spine. And this…” She clicked a button. The cursor danced. “This is baby’s abdomen. It’s measuring a bit on the smaller side for thirty-four weeks, but still within the normal range. About the fifteenth percentile.”
“Small?” Shane’s attention snapped back down to his body so fast he almost got whiplash.
“Small-ish,” Dr. Girard corrected gently. “Not alarmingly so. Given your size, your training, and the circumstances, I’m actually reassured that they aren’t not measuring larger. We do want to keep an eye on growth, make sure the placenta is functioning well and that they’re getting enough blood flow. And right now-” Dr. Girard added, as Kim switched to a different mode and the screen filled with streaks of color. “Blood flow looks good so far. Umbilical artery resistive indices are normal. Amniotic fluid is on the low end of normal, but not concerning.”
Shane and Ilya stared at the screen, both silent as they processed what they were seeing. 
“Do you and Ilya want to know the baby’s sex today?” Girard asked, after a long moment, “You don’t have to, if you want to not know untill-”
His stomach swooped.

He hadn’t… thought that far.

He’d spent twelve hours trying not to think at all.
Ilya’s grip on his hand tightened fractionally.

“I think yes,” Ilya said carefully. “If Shane wants.”
All eyes slid back to him.

He almost said no.

He almost said, I can’t handle one more thing.
But there was a part of him, so stupid and treacherous.

A part that remembered Ilya in bed last night, talking about the little girl he imagined. 
He wanted to make that version of his husband happy.

And a part of him that knew he would obsess either way.
“Of course,” she said. “From what we can see, the external genitalia are consistent with a female fetus. As far as our technology and understanding can tell, you’re having a girl.”
Girl.

The word slid into his chest and sat there, hot and buzzing.
He saw, for a second, a little kid with hair stuck to their forehead with sweat, cheeks flushed from skating. A coach clapping them on the helmet and saying, “You’re tough for a girl.”
He wanted to punch that hypothetical coach in the throat. He remembered all the times people had praised him for being “not like other girls” when he was a kid, like that was supposed to be a compliment.
He remembered the way his elementary school had divided gym class, boys line here, girls line there, and how he’d head towards one before he got told to go to the other, muscles clenched, trying not to cry in front of everyone.
He remembered the day his parents had gone to the school and had a Very Serious Meeting with the principal.
“He will use the boys’ locker room,” his father had said, calm as an ice sheet.

“You will change your paperwork. You will speak to the other parents.”
“And what if they complain?” the principal had asked.
“Then they can meet with me too,” his mom had said, and something in her voice had made it very clear that people would not enjoy that meeting.
Now, in the dim ultrasound room, Shane’s hand had drifted, again, without him deciding, to rest on his stomach just under where Kim’s hand was moving.
A girl.
A girl who would be read as a girl until and unless she said otherwise.

A girl who might get all the things he’d hated.

Or might not.
He didn’t know which possibility scared him more.
“Most importantly,” Dr. Girard went on, “her heart looks normal, her organs look well-formed, and the blood flow through the umbilical cord and placenta is reassuring. No signs of growth restriction beyond what we’d expect in a very active, very compact carrier.”
Carrier.

The word brushed past Shane’s ears like a cold wind.

He flinched at it more than at “pregnant.”
“So she is okay?” Ilya asked.
“Right now, she looks okay,” Dr. Girard said.

“You’re both in the category we call ‘high-risk but currently stable.’”
High-risk, but stable. Like a game you were winning on the scoreboard but losing in shots on goal.
“Can you… print that?”

Ilya asked, nodding at the image on the screen.
“Of course,” Kim said, smiling.
It took a moment, but eventually the printer hummed, spitting out a strip of glossy paper.

She handed it to Ilya.
He stared down at it like he’d been given a sacred relic.

His hands were shaking.

Ilya couldn’t take his eyes away. 
Shane’s chest did a weird, painful twist.
“That curve here,” Dr. Girard said gently, pointing. “That’s her spine. And this… there.”

She tapped a blurry limb. “Little arm.”
Shane swallowed hard.
He hadn’t felt kicks, not really. Not the way people described, no fluttery fish or sharp jabs.

Maybe a few odd bubbles he’d chalked up to gas, to tight muscles, to anything but this.
Seeing that arm, though, curled in close to the vague round of a chest... it did something to his insides.
Not the cinematic bolt of instant love the internet liked to talk about.

Something quieter.

Like a note held under a chorus of panic.
“We’re going to recommend weekly non-stress tests from here on out,” Dr. Girard said, as Kim wiped the gel away. “That’s where we monitor baby’s heart rate for about twenty minutes to make sure she’s reactive. We’ll also repeat a growth scan in two weeks. Barring any new symptoms, our main concerns are monitoring for preterm labor and making sure her growth continues along this curve.”
Preterm. Growth.

New vocabulary, added to the pile in his head.
“What about him?” Ilya asked, nodding at Shane.

“What is… risk?”
“For you,” Dr. Girard said, looking at Shane now, “we’re keeping an eye on your blood pressure and your iron levels. You’re a bit anemic, which is common at this stage, but something we can treat. We’ll also watch for signs of preeclampsia, any headaches, visual changes, sudden swelling, because your blood pressure has been labile.”
He heard the words but not all of them stuck.

“What about…” His mouth was dry again. “The fact that I’m… that my… testosterone stuff. Does that make this… worse?”
She nodded slowly, like she’d been expecting the question.
“I’d like to talk more about your hormone history,” she said. “But in terms of risk, your prior testosterone use may affect how your tissues respond to labor. There can be some increased risk of tearing, pelvic floor issues. 
Shane's brain went in a million directions. None of them helpful, all of them horrible.
“We’ll eventually plan for delivery in a way that minimizes dysphoria as much as possible for you and maximizes safety for both of you,” Dr. Girard was saying now.
Delivery.

The word made his skin try to crawl off his bones.
“I know a lot of our standard processes are built around assumptions that don’t fit you,” Dr. Girard said, like she’d climbed into his head for a second. “Our job is to adapt. That means we’ll talk a lot about what feels manageable, what doesn’t, what language is helpful and what isn’t.”
“Like not calling me Mom” he blurted, throat tightening.
“Exactly like that,” she said. “We can put preferred terms in your chart, papa, dad, or nothing at all if you prefer. We can flag it so nurses and residents see it when they come in.”
He swallowed again. “Dad is… fine,” he muttered.
Ilya’s hand found his, squeezed once hard.

“Is good word,” Ilya said softly. “Fits you.”
Shane wanted to argue that point, not right now, not when his brain felt like it kept slipping sideways, but the look on Ilya’s face shut him up.
Pride. Fear.

Something else, thick and fond.
---
After what felt like an hour and a minute at the same time, they were done with the big pieces.
There were logistics: appointments for weekly non-stress tests, more ultrasounds to track growth, instructions on counting movements. They gave him a blood pressure cuff to take home, a stack of prescriptions, and a handout on signs to watch for: headaches, blurred vision, sudden swelling, bleeding, fluid leaks.
“Call us if anything feels off,” Dr. Girard said.

“Even if you’re not sure it’s serious.”
Shane, who had built a career on playing through everything but a broken leg, nodded like that was going to be easy.
Finally, they were alone in the room for a minute, the door closed, the white noise of the machine humming quietly.
Ilya still held the printout.
He looked at it, then at Shane, then back at it again.

“She is small,” he said softly. “But she looks… strong.”
Shane swallowed. “Looks like a blob.”

He hadn’t actually looked at the photo in Ilya’s hand yet.
“A strong blob” Ilya said immediately.

Shane’s mouth twitched.
He stared at the plastered curve of his abdomen under the thin gown.

Girl, his brain said, like it was testing out a new piece of equipment. Daughter. Little. 
He flinched from the words and watched them boomerang back.

“I…” He swallowed again. “I don’t… know what to do with…a girl.” 
Ilya’s gaze was gentle.
“You do not have to do anything with it yet,” he said. “For now, she is just… her. Small, loud heartbeat, stubborn for not telling us sooner. She is yours for sure.”
Shane exhaled, a little hysterical laugh escaping.

“She’s your kid,” he muttered. “Showing up late to everything.”
“Hey.” Ilya bumped his shoulder. “She is right on time. We are ones who did not look at schedule.”
---
On the drive home, the world outside the car felt slightly less like a set.
They stopped for takeout on the way, something bland but filling, and Ilya insisted Shane stay in the passenger seat while he went in.
Alone in the car, hands resting on his thighs, Shane let his head tip back against the seat.
He stared at the ceiling, the faint shadow of the visor.
“I’m a boy,” eight-year-old him whispered, like a looped recording.

“I know,” Yuna’s voice answered in his memory.
He thought about all the moments since then where that had been tested, poked, prodded.
First time he used the boys’ locker room. First time a ref called him “son” instead of “young lady.” First time a coach snapped “Hollander, move your ass” and all the other guys had looked at him like that was normal.
First time he’d told a date he was trans and the girl had blinked, nodded, said ‘uhh okay,’ and then gone home and blocked his number.
He thought about the one time it had mattered most.
---
Rozanov had him pinned in that narrow strip of space between the hotel room door and the wall.
Shane could feel his hands on his hips.

Broad, solid, impossible to ignore.

Big, strong, very obviously a man’s hands.
Rozanov wasn’t looking at his eyes.

He was looking at Shane’s mouth, gaze fixed, inching closer like gravity had made a decision.
“I need to tell you something,” Shane had blurted.

He jerked his head back in panic and clipped it against the wall with a dull thunk.
Rozanov snapped out of it instantly. His eyes sharpened, hands dropping away from Shane’s hips as he took a step back, all that looming heat suddenly gone.
“Okay,” he’d said, voice steady. “Tell me.”
Shane had rehearsed this a hundred ways.

I’m trans.

I’m a guy, but I wasn’t raised that way.

My body’s… different.
What came out was, “I have a vagina.”

Smooth, Hollander. Really nailed it.
Rozanov had blinked once.

Twice.
“Okay,” he’d said.
Shane had just stared at him. “What- What do you mean okay?”
Rozanov’s brow had furrowed, like that was the confusing part. “You think is not okay?”
“No-” Shane had stuttered, brain buffering. “You think it is okay?”
“I grew up in Russia, not on moon,” Rozanov had said, shrugging a little.

“I like both. I do not care what you have.”
Shane’s pulse had been roaring in his ears. “And you’re… okay with that,” he’d managed.
You’re okay with me?

“Yes,” Rozanov had said simply.
Shane had made a helpless, disbelieving sound.
“You okay that I am okay?” Rozanov had asked then, giving him a second, then slowly closing the distance between them again.
Shane had looked up into his eyes and nodded.
He’d let him.

And he’d been letting him ever since.
---
Now, in the car, he watched Ilya come out of the takeout place, brown bag in one hand, printout still carefully tucked in the other.
He felt something in his chest that wasn’t panic.
Shane’s hand moved, almost on its own, to rest over his stomach.
His palm warmed the fabric of his shirt.

He didn’t press, didn’t poke, didn’t test.
He just… held.
“You okay?” Ilya asked, sliding back into the driver’s seat, checking his face like he was looking for blood.
“No,” Shane said honestly.

Then, after a beat, “But also kind of… yeah? I don’t know.”
Ilya nodded like that made perfect sense.
“Good,” he said. “We eat. Then we go home. Today we do this much. Tomorrow we do… tomorrow.”
Shane huffed out a breath that might have been a laugh. “Sounds like a plan,” he said.
“Hey,” Ilya added, hand brushing briefly over Shane’s on the console, thumb catching his knuckles. “She is okay. You are okay. We are okay. For today, this is enough.”
For once in his life, Shane let enough be true.
He looked down at his hand on his belly, the curve beneath it, the whole unruly history of his body condensed into the space under his palm.
“We should tell people,” he said, as Ilya started the engine. “Wiebe. The team. My parents.”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “But not all now. One thing at a time.”
The engine hummed.
“A girl,” Shane said quietly.
“Mm.” Ilya’s voice softened. “Our girl.”
The words hit him in a way nothing else had yet.
Our.
“I don’t know how to be someone’s…” He groped for the word. “Dad,”
“You will learn,” Ilya said.

“You learned how to be captain. You learned how to be husband. You will learn this too.”
He remembered, suddenly, what Ilya had said last night.
Maybe if you see little person with your nose, your eyes, your freckles, and you love them anyway…
“Do you really think she’ll look like me?” he asked, voice small.
Ilya smiled, eyes flicking to him briefly before returning to the road.

“I hope so,” he said. “For both of you.”
I’m a boy, the old refrain said.

I’m a dad, something new answered, shaky but real.
Shane exhaled slowly, adjusting the seatbelt again, lower without meaning to this time.

Less like it was choking him, more like it was… holding them both in place.
He was still scared.

He was still angry.

He still felt like his body had thrown him a curveball at the worst possible time.
But under all of that, something else had started to take root. Something that felt suspiciously like the beginnings of the thing he’d always been sure he wasn’t built for.
He still wouldn’t have chosen this, if anyone had given him a choice thirty-four weeks ago.

But sitting there, hand on his stomach, he realized he was starting to choose her.
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  Shane was finally asleep.
Like, real sleep.
Ilya could tell at this point.
It didn’t take much to tell the difference between this, and that fake kind of sleep when Shane’s eyes were closed but every muscle in his body still hummed at a sort of playoff-slash-penalty-kill tension.
Ilya lay on his side facing his husband, one arm curved in the space between their pillows, watching the slow rise and fall of Shane’s chest in the muted streetlight streaking through their windows
Ten minutes ago, Shane had still been talking. Rambling, really. Not to Ilya specifically, more to the air around them.
He’d been on his back, staring at their too-high ceiling, words coming out in that flat, too-steady tone that meant he was holding himself together with duct tape and schedule templates.
“Okay, so if I’m on LTIR for at least four months,” Shane had said, “that’s twenty weeks. At least. Minimum. If nothing goes wrong. If they tie it to the start of camp, that buys them cap space, but then they need to fill my spot on the second line and they’re going to have to adjust our power play units, and Wiebe’s going to-”
“Shane.” Ilya had said gently. “We already talked about this on call. Coach knows. GM knows. They said they will manage.”
“They say that now,” Shane had muttered, palms drumming on his thighs before Ilya had reached over to still them in his own, “Wait until you start losing games and suddenly I’m a distraction, or the media starts asking questions about where I am, or-”
“Farah will handle media,” Ilya had said. "This is why we pay her the… ‘big bucks.’ We can’t-”
“We do not pay her enough,” Shane had interrupted, shaking his head “And she can’t make people not speculate. You and I both know how this goes. Someone taking leave like this is code for ‘rehab’ or ‘mental breakdown’ and the internet is going to have a field day. We should get ahead of the narrative. We need to. We should-”
His hands had started to shake once more.
Ilya had moved closer, hoping Shane’s gaze would turn to Ilya’s face once more, squeezing just firmly enough to interrupt the spiraling.
“Hey,” Ilya had said quietly. "We made plan today already. Many. All of the plans.”
The day had been full of plans. A video call with Farah, then one with Wiebe and the GM and Dr. Chen in a little box on the screen. Faces Ilya knew well, lined with concern and trying to be professional while clearly, all very out of their depth,
They had talked about LTIR, about how the Terry, the team’s doctor, would code it in the league database, about what would show up on public injury reports.
“An Upper-Body Injury,” Wiebe had suggested, rubbing a hand over his jaw. “It’s vague but not unusual. Gives you privacy. Or at least a semblance of it. We’ll declare it a non-specified medical condition requiring long-term management, and list Shane on LTIR retroactive to the start of camp. Internally, his file will reflect the high-risk pregnancy and any restrictions his doctors recommend.”
Restrictions. There had been a lot of those. Ilya had sat next to Shane while Dr. Chen had listed them, and watched Shane begin to spiral in real time without any sort of ability to shield his husband from any of it.
“No heavy lifting,” Dr. Chen had said. “Nothing over twenty pounds, preferably less. No hockey, obviously. No skating drills. No contact. Short walks are good as tolerated, but I don’t want his heart rate in the red zone.”
Shane had nodded solemnly like he was accepting a suspension. Ilya wasn’t so sure that this wasn’t what it felt like to Shane. A suspension from hockey, one of the first few things that had ever made Shane feel like a man. That very thing was being taken away from him because of what Shane had labeled in his mind, a very ‘feminine’ issue.
Ilya knew this was hurting Shane in ways that he couldn’t understand. That doesn’t mean Ilya wouldn’t take on every burden in an attempt to.
“Coach said team will understand,” Ilya reminded Shane. “He will tell them you are not well, but you will be back when you can. He will not say more. They will not push.”
Shane had snorted, brittle. “Hockey players would definitely never gossip about their teammates’ mysterious absences.”
“They can gossip,” Ilya had said. “We will know truth. And they will know eventually. When we decide to tell them. That is enough for now. ”
“It isn’t, though,” Shane had insisted. “It doesn’t feel like enough at all.”
His eyes had gone glassy, the way they did when he was too tired to blink properly.
Ilya had done what he always did. He’d pulled him closer, pulled him into his arms in an attempt to shield Shane from his own thoughts.
“Sleep,” Ilya said. “You are dead on feet. You had two naps today that should not have counted as naps. This one should be real one.”
Shane had grumbled about not being tired halfway through a yawn. Then, five minutes later, he’d gone still in Ilya’s arms, breath settling into that slow, deep rhythm that meant he had truly surrendered.
Now, Ilya watched him in the quiet. Like he had found himself doing rather than sleeping multiple times since learning about Shane’s pregnancy. Shane’s hair stuck up in flattened spikes from where he’d shoved his hands through it all afternoon, pacing the living room, muttering about cap space and roster construction and the ethics of lying to their teammates, reporters, and the general public. His mouth was soft in sleep, the line between his brows almost gone. There were faint shadows under his eyes that had only deepened after they hung up with Farah.
They’d ended that call with bullet points:
- LTIR paperwork tomorrow.
- The Official announcement of LTIR in four days, the day before the first captain’s practice.
- Doctors briefed.
- Media strategy drafted.
Shane had gotten that look in his eyes afterward, the one that meant he was about to build an ideal scenario of this situation in his head and then punish himself for not being able to crawl inside his brain and live entirely inside of it. He had then opened the folder again. Started listing appointments, test dates, estimated weeks of gestation, days until training camp, days until his due date, days until his next bloodwork. By mid afternoon, his hands had been shaking and he’d been blinking too fast. His voice had gone thin and high in a way that made something in Ilya’s chest tie itself into a knot.
So Ilya had taken the folder away from him. He’d nudged Shane toward the couch, gotten him a glass of water, turned on some terrible home renovation show, and said, “We will watch this and do not make any more plans for one hour. Doctor’s orders.”
“Those are not doctor’s orders,” Shane had muttered, but he’d white knuckled the glass like it was a lifeline and at least half-watched a couple in Calgary knock down a wall.
Twenty minutes later, he’d fallen asleep sitting up. Ilya had eased him down, tucked a blanket over him, and watched him breathe for a long time.
Now, hours later, they’d migrated to bed and Shane had crashed again. Ilya lay there and pretended his own heart wasn’t racing.
Ilya had always thought of himself as good in a crisis. On the ice, he liked it when the game tilted out of control. He liked chaos. He liked being able to thrive in it. He liked being the one who made sense of it, who saw the pattern, who slowed things down. He liked beating it. Pushing past it. Winning, despite it.
“I am a good rock,” he’d told Shane more than once, "Strong. Sturdy."
He believed it. Shane had too.
But all of this felt like standing on a wet river stone while the water rose around him, pulling at his ankles, trying to pull him off and into the overwhelming current.
Ilya took a slow breath and watched Shane’s chest rise. The blanket had slipped down just far enough that he could see the line of Shane’s t-shirt stretched over his torso. Even with Shane well into the third trimester, there was not much of a pregnant belly to see. No dramatic bump. If you didn’t know where to look, you’d miss it. Ilya was so, so thankful he did know where to look.
His gaze snagged on the slight curve he could see now that he’d trained himself to look for it. It looked like a secret under Shane’s skin. A secret that was, in four days, going to start brushing up against the edges of their carefully managed public life.
Ilya’s hand moved almost without his permission.
He checked Shane’s face first, noting the slack mouth, still lashes, that complete absence of tension he only ever saw when his husband was truly gone to the world.
Then Ilya eased his palm under the blanket and laid it gently over Shane’s middle.
Warmth met him. It wasn’t hot like a fever, or not tight like pulled muscle. Just warmth… Flesh and fabric, human and new.
«Здравствуй, Доченька,»  (“Hello, my darling daughter.”) he murmured, voice barely above a breath.
It still felt strange, talking to someone who couldn’t answer, someone he’d only seen as a grey blur on a screen.
Strange. Dangerous. But so necessary.
He stroked his thumb back and forth in a slow arc across Shane’s stomach.
“I do not know if you are awake,” he whispered, almost conversationally.
“I hope not, actually. Your dad finally is. Sleeping. He needs it. Maybe you need it too.”
The word dad sat warm on his tongue. He hadn’t used it out loud much yet. Not in front of his husband. He used it now because Shane was asleep and could not flinch.
“You scare him very much,” Ilya went on. “You scared me too. This is not good start, you know. First thing you do in this world is surprise us.”
He huffed softly at himself.
He thought of the captain’s practice in four days. The first official unofficial skate of the year. The start of the new season.
He should be thinking about drills. About lines. About who would fill in the gap Shane left at center.
And on the power play. And in the locker room. And by his side.
Instead Ilya was lying here with his hand on his husband’s stomach, whispering to something the size of a small melon and trying to stop his hands from shaking hard enough to wake Shane.
“You should know,” he told their daughter, “your dad is… very stupid.”
His thumb stroked another slow circle, gentle.
“He would not like that I say this,” Ilya added quickly. “So we keep our little secret. But he is stupid in way that makes him very easy to love. You will see. He thinks he is problem, not situation. He thinks everything is his fault, even when is… not. An act of God. Or nature. Or…this.”
Ilya felt a sharp, fond ache in his chest. He wanted to reach his hand into his chest and cradle it the same way wanted to cradle their daughter. The way he wanted to shield both her and Shane from all of this.
“He is going to think that every small bump in road is proof he will be bad at this,” Ilya murmured. “He is wrong. I remember this, always. You remember too, okay? When he is talking too fast and his hands shake, you remember for him that he is… good. He is best person I know. I want you to see this.”
The baby didn’t move. He had no idea if she could feel his hand, or if the vibration of his voice translated through muscle and bone.
He really hoped she didn’t understand the words. He hoped she understood the warmth.
“You and I,” he went on, “we make deal, okay? No takebacks. I will be rock, like I always say. I will take all the stupid things so he does not have to carry so much.”
He had, already. Today. Everyday.
He’d taken the extra call when Farah rang back after talking with Harris, slipping out onto the balcony while Shane “just checked one more thing” in the folder.
Ilya had leaned his elbows on the railing and listened as Farah laid out the phrasing the Centaurs wanted to use in the release.
“They will think he has… problem,” Ilya had said, searching for the English. “Addiction. Mental thing.”
“Some people will,” she’d said. “But honestly? People already assume that any time a player goes on leave. We can’t control that. What we can control is making sure no one says anything about anything that points their brains in the direction of his medical privacy.”
She’d paused, then added, “We can also, unofficially, let a few reporters we trust know that this is not a disciplinary, not a drug thing. Just… health. Long-term, but stable. Are you okay with that?”
“I am okay,” he’d said. “Shane is… less okay. But I will talk to him.”
“Please talk to him,” she’d agreed. “And Ilya? Keep an eye on him. I meant what I said on the call. This is all, for lack of a better word, a mindfuck. He needs you to help him through this.”
“I know,” he’d said quietly.
Ilya was the person who made sure Shane didn’t have to hold the whole sky up by himself, even though he tried.
If that meant quietly shouldering all the things that didn’t have to touch Shane’s skin yet?
That was fine with Ilya. Ilya could take it.
He’d gone back inside to find Shane hunched over the kitchen table, the hospital folder open, scribbling something in the margins of a pamphlet about “third trimester expectations.”
He’d closed the folder with one large hand and said, “Enough for today.”
Shane had glared at him, bristling like a cat told to get off the counter.
“Ilya-”
“Enough,” he’d repeated. “Doctor said rest. You are doing opposite of rest. You are bad rule follower.”
Shane had thrown his pen down and muttered something very unflattering in French. Then he’d sagged, rubbed at his eyes, and let Ilya steer him to the couch.
He’d thought Shane might resent it. He’d thought Shane might resent him. He’d understand why.
Instead, thirty minutes later, his husband had drooled on his shoulder and snored softly into his t-shirt. And now, in the bedroom, Ilya tightened his fingers slightly, feeling the shape beneath the cotton.
“You should know something else,” he whispered to their daughter. “When I say I will take it, I do mean it. I can take it. I have done this before. The lying. The worrying.”
He thought about the way his stomach had turned to ice when Wiebe had said, “We’ll announce Shane’s LTIR the day before captains’ practice. Ilya, you’ll still run practice? You’ll be good?”
Of course he would run practice. He was the captain.
“Of course,” Ilya had said.
He’d known instantly what that would mean.
He’d walk into the room without Shane. The guys would ask where he was. He would lie.
He would say, “He is fine.” He would say, “We caught it early” (a lie). He would say, “He just needs rest” (true, but insufficient).
He’d lied about Shane before.
“No, I hate Hollander.” “No, I have not spoken with him.” "No, I am not seeing anyone.”
The familiarity of it made his skin prickle even now.
“You will not like that part,” he told the baby, thumb still moving in slow circles.
“Your dad hates that we lie. He will say he does not want anymore secrets. But he also cannot do this yet. He cannot see his name on a broadcast next to word pregnant. He also cannot handle fans talking about his body. His gender. He cannot handle all of this and also keep growing you.”
He bit back a sigh.
“And I…” He paused, considering, choosing honesty because Shane wasn’t awake to argue about it. “I am selfish too. I do not want to share you. Not yet. Not with world that does not deserve any more of him than they have already taken."
His hand stilled for a second, the weight of the thought heavy on his ribs.
“Do you understand?” he asked softly. “When you are here, and safe, and he can see you and know you are real. When he is not so afraid. But now… we keep you as secret. Like we did with us, before. "
Ilya wasn’t sure if that parallel made him feel better or worse.
Those years of secrecy had been a bruise he’d carried. A burden that he felt on some days worse than others.
But still, despite how all of that weighed on them, they had gotten to this bed, this house, this life. To rings on their fingers and their names on a mortgage instead of whispered under arena noise.
Maybe this secret could lead somewhere good, too.
“I will go back on ice soon,” Ilya told their daughter. “This is my job. Your dad’s too. I will leave him here with you while I do hockey things. Please be kind to him. I will laugh and yell and pretend everything is normal. I will hate it.”
He could picture it so clearly it made his teeth ache.
He watched Shane breathe, his chest rising under Ilya’s palm.
The baby’s heartbeat yesterday had been so fast. He’d thought his own would explode trying to match it.
“Your dad thinks I am… calm. Normal,” Ilya confided now. “He thinks I am not taking this serious because I do not show… panic the same way that he does. I am very offended by this, by the way.” He gave an exaggerated sigh. “I am taking it very serious. Taking you very serious. I am just… also stupid in my own way.”
He moved his thumb again, slow circles on the fabric.
“I am afraid all the time,” he admitted to the quiet room. “I am afraid I will lose him. You. Both. I am afraid some doctor will sit down next to me in waiting room and say ‘We did everything we could,’ and that will be it. No one to hit. No one to fight. No way I can change it. Only… empty house. I cannot live in an empty house again, Доченька. (my darling daughter.) I will not survive the quiet.”
The thought made his stomach broil. He forced himself to keep breathing evenly.
“But I cannot show him this,” Ilya said. “If I do, he will break. Then I will break. Then who is left to hold things together?”
He couldn’t answer that question out loud.
He didn’t have to. He felt the word in his bones.
Ilya had always been the one who took hits on purpose from the big defenseman, he was the one who drew the penalty, kept his teammates safe.
It was the same thing here, just… off the ice.
Ilya would take on the media lies. The phone calls. The worry. The image of the empty stall.
He’d take on the late-night Google spirals when Shane was finally out cold, typing things like “cryptic pregnancy third trimester complications” into his phone with his thumbs.
He’d take on the nursery.
“We need to figure out where a crib goes,” Shane had said earlier, “And, like, a… changing area? And clothes? And diapers? Is there some list somewhere online? There’s probably a list. We should make a list.”
“We will,” Ilya had said. “Later.”
“Stop saying later!” Shane had snapped. “We have four days before you go back to practice and I’m by myself all day. We have-” His hand had tightened around the pen until it squeaked. “We have six weeks. Maybe less. Knowing my luck? I’ll have this baby the moment you step back onto the ice. Alone.”
Ilya had watched the lines of his shoulders.
Then he’d quietly gotten his phone, opened a new notes page, and started typing:

	Crib

	Bassinet for our room

	Changing table

	Diapers, wipes, creams

	Baby clothes

	Car seat

	Stroller


Later, when Shane had been napping, he’d gone into the guest room they had decided would become the nursery and stood in the doorway, eyes flicking from wall to wall.
He’d measured the space between the window and the closet. It wasn’t big, but it was enough. A crib could fit there. Maybe a chair in the corner, for long nights. He could repaint. He didn’t know baby colors, but he had time to Google that.
The image had terrified him. It had also made something in his chest glow with something that comforted him rather than scared him.
Now, in bed, he pressed his palm more fully against Shane’s stomach. He bent forward a little, careful not to jostle, and pressed his mouth to the soft cotton over the curve.
«Я люблю тебя, доченька,»  (“I love you, my darling daughter.”) he whispered into the fabric. “Even when I am at rink. Even when I am lying to idiots with microphones. Understand? Please? I promise I am here.”
His lips lingered there for a second longer. Then he eased back, slow so as not to wake Shane, and slid his arm around his husband’s waist instead, hand migrating up to rest on his ribs.
Shane made a small, content sound in his sleep and did that unconscious thing where he burrowed backward, finding Ilya’s chest like a magnet.
Ilya closed his eyes.
Four days until captains’ practice. Four days until he put the C on in front of everyone again and pretended his world hadn’t tilted.
He would show up. He would run drills. He would chirp the rookies. He would say, “Hollander’s out with a medical thing, he’s fine,” without letting anything crack.
He would come home afterwards to a quiet house, to a husband who might be sleeping like this or pacing like a caged animal.
He would heat up leftovers or cook something new, make sure the prenatal vitamins were taken, text Dr. Girard if something seemed off, send Farah a reply when she updated him on media chatter.
He would talk to their daughter when the lights were off and Shane’s defenses were too.
He would be the rock he’d promised to be.
Even if, some nights, being that rock meant standing in the shower with his hands braced on the tile, the scalding water pounding on the back of his neck as he let himself be scared for exactly three minutes before turning the tap off and going back to bed to make sure Shane was okay.
Tonight, he let himself have one of those minutes now, eyes closed, nose tucked into Shane’s messy hair, counting his husband’s breaths like he’d counted that little heartbeat on the monitor.
One. Two. Three. Four.
They are okay, he told himself.
We will be okay. 
Ilya could do this.
And if he had to lie to the entire league to buy the three of them time, if he had to stand in that locker room in four days and say, “He’s out, but we’ve got this,” with his heart trying to claw its way out of his chest…well?
He’d done harder things with less to fight for.
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  The drive to Shane’s parents’ house somehow felt shorter than it had ever taken them before, and also like it took half of Shane’s foreseeable lifetime.
Shane watched the city slide by out the passenger window, his fingers locked around a travel mug of ginger tea he’d already stopped drinking before they had even left their house. The mug was still warm between his hands, but his palms were clammy against the plastic.
He’d spent the first ten minutes of the drive listing practical reasons this was a bad idea.
He’d lost count eventually as to how many different ways this could go poorly.
“We could just… wait,” Shane said, staring straight ahead to the road in front of them.
“The Centaurs announcement isn’t for two days. We could tell them after that, when there’s a… framework. Or after the next scan when we have some more concrete answers. Or maybe after camp starts and we have an idea of what the team’ll look like. Or-”
“And then what?” Ilya asked, eyes on the road. “We call from the hospital room and say, ‘Surprise, we have child, do you want to come meet her now?’”
Shane’s stomach lurched.
“Don’t say that.”
“I am saying that plan is worse,” Ilya said calmly.
“They will be very hurt if we wait that long. They will be hurt we didn’t tell them the day we found out. We have perfect window now. You wanted a window.”
“I wanted a small, controlled, manageable window,” Shane muttered. “Not having to shove a huge life-altering conversation two days before I go on LTIR and both of our lives have changed.”
Ilya snorted softly.
“The window is not going to get smaller if we wait. It will only be harder to fit in.”
“That’s the problem,” Shane said.
“None of this is getting smaller or easier to deal with.”
He caught himself, then glanced sideways, flushed.
That had sounded meaner than he had meant to be, “Not that- I,” He started.
“I know,” Ilya said, his lips twitching.
“Is okay. She has no feelings yet. She is only melon sized.”
Shane’s hand flew to his stomach on reflex, pressing against his hoodie.
“Don’t call her a melon.”
“Mm,” Ilya said, which was his way of saying:
I am humoring you and also disagree with you.
They fell quiet for a minute.
The GPS announced the upcoming turn in a too-cheerful voice. 
Shane took a careful sip of tea.
His stomach lurched again, then settled as the ginger hit his tongue.
“I just…” He exhaled slowly.
“I don’t want them to be disappointed in me.”
He felt, more than saw, Ilya’s head turn a fraction.
“For being pregnant?” Ilya asked.
“For not knowing,” Shane said, gripping the mug tighter. “For… letting it get this far without going to the doctor. For playing playoff games while their grandkid was in there. They’ll be worried.” 
“Of course they will worry,” Ilya said. “They are parents. This is their job. But they will not be disappointed in you. They will be… insane with joy. And also terrified. Like us.”
Shane huffed, a shaky almost-laugh.
“You’re very confident.”
“I am very smart,” Ilya said. “Also, they like me. They will want to make me happy. I will tell them to be happy, please and thank you.”
Shane rolled the mug between his hands, “How are we even telling them?” he asked. “Are we… saying ‘we’re pregnant’? That feels wrong. I’m pregnant. You’re… here.”
“We say we are having baby,” Ilya said. “Because we are. I helped make her.”
Shane looked at him then, really looked, and something in his chest loosened a millimeter.
“Okay,” he said. “We say we’re having a baby. And then they freak out. And then we say ‘surprise, it’s almost here.’ And then they freak out more.”
“Yes,” Ilya agreed. “This is accurate plan.”
Shane pressed his head back against the seat.
“I’m not ready,” he said quietly.
“I know,” Ilya said. “But LTIR announcement is in two days. Captain’s practice is in three. Better they hear from us than from internet.”
“Yeah.” Shane swallowed. “Yeah, I know.”
He closed his eyes as the familiar turnoff came up.
His parents’ house came into view around the curve. Porch light on. Yuna’s little garden flags fluttering in the evening breeze. The same mismatched patio chairs. Normal.
Everything looked normal.
“Too late to turn around,” Ilya said mildly, killing the engine.
Shane’s heart thudded in his throat. “I hate you.”
“I love you too,” Ilya said, leaning across to kiss his temple. “Let’s go.”
---
Yuna opened the door before they could knock.
“Hi!” she said, already reaching to pull Shane into a hug.
“You’re early. Good. You can help set the table.”
Shane let himself be folded into her, his ribs complaining a little.
He pressed his face briefly into her shoulder like he had when he was twelve and had just lost a championship game.
“Hey, Mom,” he mumbled.
She pulled back to look at him, hands on his upper arms, eyes scanning his face with that laser focus that had terrified delinquent neighborhood kids when he was younger.
“You look tired. And you’re too skinny,” she said automatically, pulling back to squint at his face. “Camp hasn’t even started yet.”
“I’m fine,” Shane said.
Her gaze flicked down his body, assessing.
He felt her take in the slight change in his posture, the way his hoodie sat.
Before she could say anything else, Ilya leaned down to hug her too, his big arms wrapping around her shoulders.
“Yuna,” he said warmly.
“You look very beautiful. House smells amazing.”
She swatted his arm. “Flatterer,” she said, but she was already smiling.
“You can carry the drinks. David, they’re here!”
David appeared from the living room, wiping his hands on a dish towel.
“There they are,” he said, face lighting up. “You boys hungry? I made too much. As usual.”
“Always hungry,” Ilya said.
“I could eat,” Shane lied.
Shane’s stomach chose that moment to do a complicated flip that was definitely not hunger. 
“Good,” David said. “Because your mother and I made enough to feed more than just us four.”
Shane toed off his shoes, heart thudding. He could feel his mother’s eyes on his back as he followed her in. He breathed in the smell of garlic, soy, grilled meat. His stomach did the nauseous-hungry thing again, lurching and growling at the same time.
Dinner smelled amazing.
It also made Shane want to throw up.
“Smells great,” he said, because it did. In theory. In practice, his mouth flooded with saliva in that way that sometimes meant bad things were coming.
“Plates,” Yuna said, thrusting a stack into his hands. 
Shane moved on autopilot. Plates. Napkins.
He could set this table in his sleep, he probably had sometime in his teenage years at some point.
“You look pale,” Yuna said quietly when David and Ilya stepped back into the living room for a second,“You’re eating enough, right?”
“I’m eating,” Shane said. 
Her gaze sharpened. “What is it?” she asked.
“Nothing,” he said too fast.
“Shane,” she said, in the exact tone that had once preceded confiscation of his phone for a week. “Is something wrong with the team? Is Wiebe giving you a hard time? Are you worried about the season?”
“Mom, no, it’s-”
“Because if that man is overworking you, I will fly to training camp myself and-”
“It’s not Wiebe,” Shane blurted.
She stopped. “Then what?”
Bootsteps thudded back down the hall. Ilya and David reappeared, mid-conversation about some prospect Ilya liked. Shane latched onto them like a lifeline.
“Plates are ready,” he said too brightly. “Let’s eat.”
Yuna gave him one more long look, but let it go. For now.
---
On the surface, dinner was normal.
It could have been comforting if not for the pit in Shane’s stomach.
David poured everyone tea, then opened a bottle of something nicer than Shane would’ve chosen for a casual weeknight. Ilya praised everything he tasted like it was the best thing he’d ever eaten, which, with their cooking, was not far off from the truth.
The four of them sat around the table.
Shane across from Yuna, Ilya across from David.
“So,” David said, loading his plate with rice.
“How’s the off-season been? You two ready for camp? Are you tired of seeing each other yet?”
“Never,” Ilya said firmly, bumping his knee against Shane’s under the table.
“Mostly ready,” Shane said, picking carefully at his rice.
“We skated with the local guys a little while ago. Ilya terrorized Boodram. The usual.”
“Shane did conditioning drills in July for fun,” Ilya added.
“So yes. Very ready.”
Yuna caught the way Shane’s hands hesitated, the way he stared at the galbi like he was trying to calculate its macro profile and whether it would come back up later.
“You’re sure you’re okay?” she asked, ignoring the hockey talk.
“You look… off.”
“Mom,” Shane said.
“Is your stomach bothering you?” she pressed. 
“I’ve had a weird stomach all summer.” Shane said before he could think about it,
“Doctors are… uh. Working on it.”
“Oh,” David said, glancing up sharply. “Something going on?”
There it was.
The open window.
His chest squeezed.
“We, um.” Shane’s throat felt tight.
He glanced at Ilya, who nodded once, barely.
“We should talk about that,” Ilya said, setting his cup down. “Actually.”
Yuna’s eyes flicked between them.
“Talk about what?”
Shane’s heart pounded so hard he could feel it in his ears.
“We have news,” Ilya said.
“Big news. Good news. And also… complicated news.”
Shane stared down at his plate, then forced himself to look up.
“We’re… having a baby,” he said.
There was a beat of silence.
Then Yuna’s hand flew to her mouth, eyes going wide.
David blinked once, twice, his brain clearly catching up.
“A baby?” Yuna repeated, voice high and thin.
“You’re- You’re having a baby?”
Shane nodded, his face hot. “Yeah.”
“Oh my God,” she breathed. Her eyes shimmered.
“You’re… You’re going to be parents.”
“Grandparents,” David said slowly, like he was testing out the word.
A slow, amazed smile started to break across his face. “We’re going to be grandparents.”
“Wait,” Yuna said, brain kicking into gear.
“So… you’re… you’re going to miss the season?”
Shane let out a breath that was almost a laugh.
Of course that was where her hockey brain went first.
“Yeah,” he said. “I’m going on LTIR. They’re announcing it in two days.”
Yuna wiped at her eyes, laughing. “When are you due?” she demanded.
“You’re going to miss most of the season, aren’t you?” 
There it was.
Shane’s throat closed for a second.
“Um-” he started, then hesitated.
“Did you…plan it that way?” David asked, eyes narrowing in a way that meant his math brain had engaged. “Wouldn’t you have wanted to time this so you could play as much of the season as you could? Or are you trying to get back for playoffs?”
He looked at Ilya again. This was the part he’d been dreading.
The part that never sounded real even when he said it in his own head.
“About that,” he said. “Um. It’s… not… early.”
Yuna blinked. “What?”
“I’m… thirty-four weeks,” Shane said.
The silence this time had weight.
“Pregnant,” he added, because apparently his brain didn’t believe that was clear.
“Thirty-four…” David started, then stopped. “Weeks?”
Yuna stared at him.
Then at his torso.
Then back at his face.
“Shane,” she said slowly, as if he might be making some kind of extremely unfunny joke.
“You don’t… you don’t look pregnant.”
“I know,” Shane said, voice small. “That’s sort of the… problem.”
“How is that possible?” David asked, leaning forward.
“How- You- We saw you in May. You came over after the second round. You-”
“We did not know,” Ilya said quietly. “Nobody did. Doctors said it is called cryptic pregnancy. Hormones were weird, tests did not show, and his body hid it.”
Yuna pressed her hand to her mouth again.
“How long have you known?” David asked.
“Um.” Shane’s cheeks burned. “Four days.”
“Four-” David broke off, sitting back like someone had shoved him.
Yuna made a sound halfway between a laugh and a sob.
“You just found out,” she said. “And you’re already thirty-four weeks?”
“They think.” Shane said helplessly. 
Yuna stood abruptly.
For a horrifying second, Shane thought she was going to walk out of the room.
Instead, she came around the table, cupped his face in both hands, and kissed his forehead so hard his neck went back a little.
“Oh, my baby,” she said, voice shaking. “My poor boy.”
Shane’s throat closed. He couldn’t help the small noise he made in his throat, leaning his head forward to press his forehead to his mother’s stomach to hide his face.
David scrubbed a hand over his face, then looked at Ilya.
“The doctors?” he asked. “They know what they’re doing?”
“Shane and the baby have whole team now,” Ilya said. “High-risk clinic. Maternal-fetal specialist. We had big scan two days ago. They say she is… small, but strong. Heart is good. Blood flow good. They think Shane’s body did… miracle and protected her through everything.”
Yuna’s head snapped toward him.
“It’s a girl?” she demanded.
Ilya’s mouth curled. “She is girl,” he said. “Doctor told us.”
For the first time since this conversation started, something like pure joy flashed across Yuna’s face, unshadowed by worry.
“A granddaughter,” she whispered.
David exhaled. “Holy shit.”
“Holy shit.” Yuna repeated automatically, then laughed, the sound a little wild.
“A granddaughter.”
Ilya reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a folded strip of glossy paper.
He smoothed it out with reverent fingers and slid it across the table.
“Here,” he said. “Ultrasound.”
Yuna snatched it up like it might blow away.
David leaned in over her shoulder.
They stared at the grainy, ghostly image. The rounded dome of a skull, the curve of a spine, a suggestion of a tiny arm curled close.
“Oh,” Yuna said again, softer.
Her hand trembled. “Oh.”
“That curve,” Ilya said quietly, pointing. “Spine. And this… arm.”
“Look at her head. Look at her little… everything.”
Shane watched his parents’ faces, something inside him unclenching by degrees.
“We’re sorry we didn’t tell you sooner,” he said, the apology spilling out anyway. “We just… we had to wrap our own heads around it first. And there were doctors, and tests, and-”
“Shane,” David said, tearing his gaze away from the printout.
“You found out four days ago.”
“We’re not angry,” Yuna said immediately. “We’re just… scared. For you. For her. But also-” She looked back at the picture, her expression going soft in a way Shane had only ever seen directed at him. “This is…” She took a shaky breath. “This is the best news I’ve ever gotten.”
Shane’s chest tightened. “Even better than when I won the Stanley Cup?” he tried.
“Yes,” she said without hesitation.
“Hockey is a game. This is… you. And her. This is our family.”
The tension at the table eased a notch.
Shane felt like he could breathe again, just a little.
And thankfully, the very important talk of feelings gave way, eventually, to a very important talk of logistics.
“What’s the plan?” David asked,
“In terms of… the team, the media. You said LTIR.”
Shane rubbed his thumb along the edge of his plate. “They’re listing me with a… non-specific upper-body injury,” he said. “LTIR retro to camp.I’m out for… at least four months.”
“Maybe more,” Ilya added quietly.
“They’ll announce it two days from now.” Shane said.
“We’re… keeping the details private. For… obvious reasons.”
Yuna nodded immediately. “Of course,” she insisted. “It’s nobody’s business.”
“We talked to Farah,” Ilya said. “And Wiebe. And GM. It is all worked out.”
“And the baby?” David asked.
“What will people think when there’s suddenly a kid in the picture?”
Shane’s stomach tightened. “We’re going to say there was a surrogate,” he said. The word tasted odd.
“Eventually. Not right away. But when she’s here. The story will be that we… had the baby planned for a while. And then I got hurt in the offseason, so the timing lines up. Nobody’s going to look at me and think… this is possible. So they won’t.”
David’s lips pressed together.
“That’s… a lot of lying. For both of you. And for the team.”
“I know,” Shane said. “I hate it. But I am not… I’m not coming out to the whole world to explain why I can do something they’ve decided men can’t do. I barely want to be in my own body right now, I don’t want that to be dissected on SportsCenter.”
Yuna reached across and took his hand. “You do not owe anyone anything,” she said.
“You’ve never owed them your story. You certainly don’t now.”
David nodded slowly. “We’ll back whatever you decide,” he said. “If you want to say surrogate we’ll say surrogate. If anyone asks us nosy questions, we’ll tell them to mind their own.”
“The important part,” Yuna added,
“is that she’s safe. And you’re safe. And we will help, obviously. With… everything. Nursery. Supplies. Whatever you need.”
“You don’t have to-” Shane started.
“We want to,” she cut in. “I have been waiting thirty-one years to go wild in a baby store again, Shane. Do not steal this from me.”
“Also, you will need help,” David said. “Practical help. Once the season starts, Ilya will be gone a lot. Practices. Road trips. You can’t do this alone.”
Ilya’s shoulders tensed. “I was going to-”
“You were going to try,” David said gently.
“Because you’re stubborn. But you shouldn’t have to.”
“Your father and I can come over during the day,” Yuna said. “Especially at the beginning. I can cook. We can take shifts. Do laundry. Yell at you when you try to lift things you’re not supposed to.”
Ilya’s throat felt thick. “I-” he started, then stopped, because his English didn’t have quite the right word for the specific mix of gratitude and relief making his chest hurt.
“Thank you,” he settled on.
It felt too small.
“You’re family,” David said simply.
“We take care of our family.”
Ilya looked down at the ultrasound picture still in Yuna’s hand.
Family, he thought.
His, now. All of them.
He hadn’t expected to feel like this walking up the driveway. He’d thought… he didn’t know what he’d thought. That he’d be carrying Shane by himself through this. That the weight on his shoulders was his alone.
It wasn’t.
The realization made him sway a little in his seat.
“Hey,” Shane said quietly, bumping his knee under the table. “You okay?”
“Yes,” Ilya said. And, he realized, for the first time in days, it wasn’t a lie. “I will take all the help. He thinks he has to do everything. I cannot be at rink and also watch him every second. It makes me crazy.”
“Then we will help. We will all go crazy together.” David said simply.
Yuna sniffed, wiping at her eyes again.
“A baby,” she said. “We’re going to have a granddaughter.”
The word landed differently than when Dr. Girard had said it.
Less clinical. More… real.
Shane’s chest hurt.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “You are.”
--- 
After dinner, Yuna shooed everyone away from the table.
“Go,” she said. “Sit. I’ll take care of this.”
“Let us at least-” David protested. 
“I said sit,” she repeated, snatching the plates out of his hands. “I’m not that old yet.”
Shane stood automatically. “I’ll help,” he said.
He needed to move. Sitting still made his thoughts too loud.
Made the faint movement in his stomach too heavy. 
Yuna hesitated, then nodded.
“Fine. You can dry.”
David and Ilya ended up in the living room, a game on low on the TV more as background noise than anything. The end-of-summer baseball meant nothing to them, it was just something to point at when conversation threatened to turn too big.
Shane followed his mother into the kitchen.
The familiarity of the space wrapped around him: the blue tile backsplash, the chipped mug in the sink, the little radio in the corner quietly playing some 80s station.
Yuna turned on the tap, ran warm water, and handed him a towel.
They worked in silence for a minute.
Yuna washing, Shane drying. His hands felt clumsy.
“Okay,” Yuna said finally, not looking at him.
“Now. Talk to me.”
Shane braced.
“Are you okay?” Yuna asked suddenly.
The question was quiet, but it cut through the running water, through the clink of plates.
Shane blinked down at the dish in his hands.
“I…” His throat burned.
The word scraped on the way out. “I don’t know.”
Yuna’s fingers stilled on the sponge. Her face crumpled like someone had cut the strings holding it together.
She turned off the tap, wiped her hands quickly on the towel hanging from the oven handle, and crossed the small space between them in two steps.
“My baby,” she said, and pulled him into a hug.
Not the half-awkward, back-patting hug of earlier. A full, hearts-pressed-together, hands-in-his-hair hug, like she’d given him when he was seven and had come home from school with a split lip and a broken heart.
“My son,” she said into his crown, voice thick. “You must have been so scared.”
Shane’s chest went tight.
“I… yeah,” he said, voice shaking. “I… still am. A lot.”
She pulled back just enough to see his face, her hands framing his cheeks.
“Tell me,” she said softly. “Please.”
He stared at the floor for a second before his mouth started moving before he could pace himself. 
“I’m scared I hurt her,” he said in a rush. “That all the hits and the plane rides and the… everything, the wine and the fucking ibuprofen… that I messed something up. That she’s going to be born and there’ll be something wrong and it’ll be because I didn’t know. I didn’t think.”
“Oh, honey,” Yuna said, breath catching.
“I’m scared I’m going to be bad at this,” he went on, because once the words started they didn’t seem to want to stop. “That my whole personality is being a control freak about my own body and now my body is doing something big without my permission and that’s supposed to be… good? That I’m supposed to just… be okay with it? I don’t… know how.”
His voice cracked on the last word.
“And I’m scared that when she gets here I won’t…” He swallowed hard.
“I don’t feel… that…thing everyone talks about. Not yet. I feel scared and… angry and… I don’t know. Betrayed. By my own body. What if she’s born and I just… feel like that? What if I don’t want her? What if I fuck her up?” The last word came out like it hurt his teeth.
Yuna’s eyes shone.
“Shane,” she said quietly. “Do you know how long it took us to have you?”
He blinked. “I mean… I know it wasn’t… easy,” he said. “You’ve said.”
“We had three miscarriages before you,” she said, voice steady but thick.
“Three. Each time, I thought… ‘Well, it has to be me. Something I did. Something wrong with my body.’ And every time I got pregnant again, I was… terrified. Not excited. Terrified.”
She looked away for a second, into the middle distance of the kitchen cabinets.
“I was scared to eat the wrong thing,” she said. “Scared to walk too far. Scared to sneeze. Scared that if I let myself want you too much, the universe would… punish me. When I finally stayed pregnant with you, I spent nine months waiting for the other shoe to drop.”
Shane stared at her.
“You… did?” he asked, thrown.
“Yes,” she said simply. “And on top of that, whenever anyone said ‘you must be so happy,’ I felt… guilty. Because I was. But I was also… mad. And exhausted. And resentful of my own body for making everything so hard.”
She reached up, brushed his hair back from his forehead the way she had when he was sick.
“When I was in labor with you, I…” She huffed out a small, disbelieving laugh. “I said some very unkind things about your father. And about you, honestly. I thought, ‘I worked so hard for this, and now I hate it, I hate all of it, I want it to stop.’ And I felt… like a monster. Because wasn’t this what I wanted?”
Shane’s throat tightened.
“What changed?” he asked, voice rough.
She cupped his face again, thumb brushing under one eye.
“They handed me you,” she said. “You were all purple and squishy and you screamed like someone had offended you personally, and I looked at you and thought, ‘Oh. It’s you.’”
Her smile wobbled.
“And I’m not saying some magical switch flips and all the fear goes away,” she added. “It doesn’t. I worried about you every day after that, in new and exciting ways. But that… angry, resentful, what-if-I-don’t-want-this feeling?” She shook her head. “It wasn’t the whole feeling anymore. It was just… one part. And it got smaller.”
Tears burned behind his eyes.
“You are terrified,” she said. “And tired. And mad. And you’re doing anyway. You’re still going. You took care of your body as best you could with the information you had back then. You didn’t know you were carrying her. That doesn’t make you a bad dad.”
It made his chest ache instead of sting.
“You really think I can do this?” he asked, and the naked plea in his own voice embarrassed him.
“Yes,” she said immediately.
He let out a wet, choked laugh.
“I’m so scared,” he said, softer now. “All the time.”
“I know,” she said. “So was I. So is your dad. So is Ilya, probably. That’s normal. Anyone who says they aren’t is either lying or not paying enough attention.”
Her eyes softened even further.
“And Shane,” she added. “My wonderful, stubborn son. You are still a boy. You are still my boy. Being pregnant doesn’t change that. Not in here.” She tapped his chest lightly. “Not in here.” She tapped his forehead. “Not out there.” She jerked her chin towards the front hallway where his old photos hung.
His breath hitched. He didn’t realize how much he’d needed to hear that until the words were out in the room with them.
“Okay?” she asked.
“Yeah,” he whispered. “Okay.”
She pulled him back into a hug.
He let himself sag into it this time.
“I’m really glad you told us,” she murmured into his hair.
“Let us carry some of this with you. You don’t have to hold it all.”
For the first time since the ultrasound, he let himself believe that might be true.
--- 
In the living room, David and Ilya sat with their legs almost mirror-imaged, both men leaning forward, elbows on knees. The TV murmured in the background, muted. Neither of them was watching it.
“So,” David said, fingers laced. “The nursery.”
Ilya blinked. “Nursery?”
“You said earlier you were thinking about turning one of your guest rooms into a nursery,”
David reminded him. “You want to walk me through what you’ve got in mind?”
Ilya sat back a little, surprised. “I… was going to ask you,” he admitted.
“I do not know these things. Crib sizes. Where to put… changing table.” 
The word came out like it was in a foreign language, which, to him, it kind of was.
David smiled faintly. “Well, you’re already ahead of where I was when we had Shane.” 
“I can build,” Ilya said. “I can measure. I can do paint.” He shrugged, feeling suddenly self-conscious. “But I do not know what is… safe. Or good. Or what tiny babies need.”
David leaned back a little, his expression softening.
“I remember feeling that way,” he said. “When Yuna finally got pregnant with Shane… I was terrified. Excited, sure, but mostly terrified.”
“I’ve cleaned out the room.” Ilya said slowly. “Guest room. I measured the wall between the window and the closet. I thought crib could go there. Maybe chair in corner. For… long nights.”
“That’s good,” David said. “You want the crib away from the window, if you can. Less draft. Less temptation for climbing later.”
“Climbing?” Ilya repeated, horrified.
David chuckled. “Oh, just you wait.”
“I do not know how to… baby-proof,” Ilya confessed. “I can body-check man twice my size, but now I am afraid of… electrical outlets and tiny baby fingers.”
“As you should be,” David agreed. “But that’s what we’re here for. Yuna will go on a baby gear rampage. I can help with the practical stuff. Anchoring shelves, installing gates, that sort of thing.”
“You would do this?” Ilya asked.
The question came out softer than he meant.
“Of course,” David said, as if it were obvious. “You’re my son-in-law. That’s my granddaughter.” He nodded toward the sound of quiet voices in the kitchen. “And that’s my only child in there, trying to hold it together. I’m not about to sit on my hands.”
Ilya looked down at his own hands.
They were big, scarred, callused.
Good for holding sticks, not infants.
“I am… worried,” he said, surprising himself with the bluntness. “Not just about them. About me. I am supposed to be rock. Shane thinks I am… unshakeable.” He huffed.
“This is not true. I am…” He searched for the word. “Terrified. All the time.”
David’s mouth twitched. “You think I wasn’t?” he asked. “When Yuna told me she was pregnant, I almost threw up. When Shane was born, I did throw up. Twice. In the hospital bathroom.” He shook his head. “For months, I was convinced every noise he made meant imminent death. I slept with my hand on his chest to make sure he was breathing.”
Ilya blinked. “Really?”
“Really,” David said. “Yuna was the calm one, at least on the outside. Inside, she was a mess too. That’s… part of the gig.”
“Shane thinks I am not taking this serious because I do not show panic,” Ilya said. “I do. I just… try to keep it… inside. So he does not feel like he has to hold me too. He already holds so much.”
“That’s… good,” David said. “Up to a point. But you don’t have to do it alone either.” He leaned back, looking Ilya in the eye. “Let us hold some of it. You’re allowed to be scared in front of us.”
Ilya looked away, throat tight.
“I do not want to be… burden.”
“You’re not,” David said.
“You’re our family. Shane chose you. That means we did too.” 
Ilya swallowed around the lump in his throat.
“We can come stay at your place when you’re on the road, if you want.” David smiled,
“Yuna can cook, I can fix whatever’s broken, we can make sure Shane isn’t doing anything he’s not supposed to. Before and after the baby is born, if you want.”
Ilya looked at him, eyes stinging.
“You would… do that?” he asked. “Stay in our house?”
“If you’ll have us,” David said.
And you’re going to be a good dad. You know that, right?”
That word still hit Ilya like a surprise every time.
“I hope so,” he said. “I really want to be. But…I am afraid of failing. Of losing them.”
“Welcome to the club,” David said. “That fear never goes away, by the way. You just learn to… live with it. To build a life around it so it doesn’t swallow you.” 
Something in Ilya’s chest loosened.
“Also,” David added, tone lightening, “if she’s anything like Shane, she’ll run head-first at everything. Including you. Start stretching now.”
Ilya huffed a laugh. “I will add to training plan.”
They sat in comfortable silence for a moment, the murmur of the TV filling the room.
“Thank you,” Ilya said, finally.
The words felt small, but they were all he had.
“Of course, son,” David said. “You’ve got at least three very stubborn people in your life who are all very willing to help. Only two that are allowed right now, though.”
Ilya huffed out a breath.
“Yuna,” David said, ticking off on his fingers. “Me. Shane. And soon enough, a little girl who will probably insist you sit on the floor with her while they show you the same picture book twelve times.”
The image hit Ilya square in the chest.
It made his eyes sting.
“I think I will like that,” he said quietly.
“I think you will too,” David said.
--- 
On the drive home, the world outside the car looked the same as it had on the way over.
Streetlights, quiet streets, the familiar route.
Inside the car, everything felt… different.
Shane sat with his hands lightly resting over his stomach, thumbs tapping an absent rhythm.
“You seem lighter,” Ilya said, glancing over when they hit a red light.
“That went… better than it could have,” Shane said.
“I told you,” Ilya said. “They are… insane with joy.”
“They’re also insane with plans,” Shane said.
“I think my mom is going to make our house into a Babies R Us.”
“Good,” Ilya said. “Then I do not have to.”
They sat in comfortable silence for a moment. 
Shane thought of his mother’s arms around him.
Of the grainy curve of a tiny spine on shiny paper.
“My mom said she was terrified when she was pregnant with me,” Shane said.
“That she worried she’d get what she wanted and then not want it.”
“And?” Ilya asked.
“And then she had me and it… made sense,” he said quietly.
“She thinks… that’ll happen with us.”
Ilya smiled, eyes on the road. “She is smart woman.”
Shane turned his head to look at Ilya.
“Thank you,” he said.
“For what?” Ilya asked, genuinely puzzled.
“For… pushing me to tell them,” Shane said.
“For… letting them help. For not trying to do all of this by yourself.”
Ilya shrugged, but his mouth tugged up.
“I am learning,” he said. “Slowly.”
Shane huffed.
“I think…” Shane said slowly, “we’re going to be okay.”
“Of course we are.” Ilya said.
Ilya’s hand reached over the console, covering Shane’s where it lay over the curve of his belly.
“We have time,” he said.
“Not as much as we thought. But enough.”
Shane looked out at the road ahead, the turn for their own street coming up, their house waiting at the end of it with its half-cleared room that would soon be something else entirely.
He was still scared.
He was still angry sometimes.
But under all of that, there was, finally, something else.
Not just fear of what he might lose.
But a flicker of anticipation for who he might meet.
He squeezed Ilya’s fingers.
“Yeah,” he said. “Enough.”
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  FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Ottawa Centaurs Place Forward Shane Hollander on Long-Term Injured Reserve
Ottawa, ON – The Ottawa Centaurs announced today that forward Shane Hollander has been placed on Long-Term Injured Reserve (LTIR) with a non-hockey-related upper-body medical condition.
Hollander, 31, is entering his second season with the Centaurs. He will be unavailable to begin the 2022–23 season as he undergoes treatment and monitoring with the club’s medical staff and outside specialists.
“Shane is dealing with a private medical issue that requires time and careful management. While we do not expect him to be available to start the season, all indications are that he is stable and receiving excellent care. Our priority is his health and well-being, and we fully support him taking the time he needs.”
Per NHL LTIR regulations, Hollander’s placement is retroactive to the start of training camp. At this time, no specific timeline has been established for his return to play.
“Shane is an important part of our team on and off the ice,” said Head Coach Brandon Wiebe. “We’re going to miss him in our lineup and in our room, but our focus right now is on supporting him. When he’s ready to come back, we’ll be ready for him.”
Hollander has requested privacy as he focuses on his health.
“I’m grateful to the organization, my teammates, and our fans for their support,” Hollander said in a brief statement. “This isn’t how I wanted to start the year, but I’m following the advice of my doctors and doing what’s best long-term. I’m looking forward to being back with the team when I’m cleared to play.”
Out of respect for Hollander’s privacy, the Centaurs will have no further comment on the specifics of his condition. Updates on his playing status will be provided when appropriate.
View all 1,482 comments
@SensFan_07

not the way I wanted to start my afternoon 😭 get well soon hollander
@HollanderIsKing_

“non-hockey-related upper-body medical condition” is the vaguest phrase I’ve ever read. is this good vague or bad vague
@BlueLineAnalytics

From cap perspective: retro LTIR to camp + his AAV gives the Centaurs some flexibility. But man, that top 6 without him is rough. Brutal blow.
---
Shane stood at the living room window like a kid whose friend had just gone home.
He knew how it looked. He was aware of that, painfully so. Standing barefoot at the front window in his own house, his hoodie sleeves long past his hands, watching his husband back out of the driveway and head toward the rink like some kind of sad golden retriever.
It was ridiculous.

He knew it was ridiculous.

He was thirty-one, not five years old. Not a child. 
Still, his hand lifted automatically when Ilya’s car backed down the driveway, pausing for a second before the taillights flicked on and the car rolled toward the street.
He didn’t actually wave.

He just pressed his fingers against the cool glass and watched Ilya turn left, toward the rink.
It wasn’t even like Ilya was gone for weeks.

It was a singular practice. The first one of the season.

A glorified scrimmage that would last two hours, three if the guys got chatty in the room.
Still, Shane’s chest squeezed as Ilya’s car turned the corner and disappeared.
He stayed there for a beat longer, hand pressed to the glass like the world’s saddest Victorian heroine, then forced himself to step back.
“This is pathetic,” he muttered at himself.

He loved hockey.

Of course he wanted Ilya to go.
He wanted Ilya to step onto fresh ice, to feel the way his body settled into that first glide and bark at drills and be the obnoxiously competent captain he was. Shane wanted that for him the way he wanted a good season for them both.
He also wanted to be there so badly his chest physically hurt.
He missed the cold stink of the rink before practice.

He missed the clatter of sticks against the wall, the low thud of pucks hitting boards.

He missed the knob of his own stick in his hand, the particular ache in his thighs after suicides, the good kind of tired that felt earned.
It wasn’t like Ilya was leaving for a road trip…yet. He was just going to practice. A normal, regular preseason skate. The thing Shane had done approximately eight million times in his life without anyone watching him drive away.
Except this time, Shane was on the wrong side of the glass.
He stepped back, letting the curtain fall, and scrubbed a hand over his face.
He was jealous, yeah. That Ilya got to do all of that. That the guys were loading into the dressing room right now, tugging their gear over their heads, chirping each other about their summer bodies, and Shane was… here.
But layered under the hunger was something uglier.

Guilt.
Ilya was driving toward a media storm with Shane’s name smack dab in the middle of it.

Shane wasn’t even in the building and somehow he was still the center of the day’s chaos.
The team had put him on LTIR yesterday.

The press release had gone out: “non-hockey related upper-body condition requiring long-term management.”
Which was technically true, if you stretched the definition of “upper body” to include “everything from Shane’s nipples to his knees.”
Farah had promised to keep an eye on the chatter.

Shane hadn’t opened Twitter or Instagram in twenty-four hours.

He wasn’t planning to start now.
He’d still heard enough.
“It’s messy,” Farah had said on the phone last night, her voice doing that precise, calm thing it did when she was choosing every word with tweezers. “Nothing we didn’t expect, but it's messy. There is a lot of speculation. A lot of people are worried about you.”
Shane had agreed not to look.

That didn’t stop his brain from filling in the blanks anyway.
And now, the house felt too quiet without Ilya in it.

Not empty, exactly.

Just… missing a certain buzz to it. A frequency.
Shane pressed the heel of his hand against his forehead until it almost hurt.

He wasn’t sure if he was trying to hold something in or hold something up.
Behind him, someone cleared their throat gently.
Shane turned to see his dad leaning on the doorway to the hall, glasses perched halfway down his nose.
“Everything okay?” David asked.

Shane made himself shrug. “Yeah. Just… watching Ilya go.”
David’s eyes softened in that way that made Shane’s face scrunch in embarrassment, peeling himself away from the window.
“I’m going to head upstairs,” David said. “I’m going to go see if I can assemble your crib without swearing so much your mother divorces me.”
Shane’s muscles jumped to attention.

“I’ll come help,” he said immediately.
“Nope,” David said, without even looking at him.
“I can at least-”
“Nope.” David pointed at Shane’s stomach to emphasize the point. “Doctor’s orders are no lifting, no standing for too long, no bullshit. My back still works, for now. Yours is currently occupied.”
“I’m not going to, like, throw the crib around,” Shane said. “I can… pass you screws, or like, I can read directions.”
“You’re supposed to be resting,” David said. 
Shane’s jaw clenched. “I’m resting,” he protested.

“I’m literally just standing. That’s allowed.”
“For now,” David said. “Until you try to do too much and fall over.”
“I’m not going to fall over,” Shane snapped, tired of everyone acting like his body was made of glass now that there was surprise cargo on board. “I played twelve playoff games in May.”
“And now you’re not,” David said mildly. “Because you have a different job for the next little while.”
Shane flinched.
“Tell you what,” David added, softening. “You can help me later. When the big stuff’s done and it’s all soft things and organizing. And besides, Yuna wants to hit the stores again before they close. She mentioned dragging you along if you didn’t want to rest.”
Shane watched him go, envy pricking. The idea of the nursery existing without him made his skin itch.

He should be in there.

He should be… building something.

Doing something. Helping. Providing.
Instead, his body’s big achievement for the day so far was not throwing up the toast he’d eaten an hour ago.
Shane sighed and lowered himself carefully onto the couch, one hand bumping his travel mug on the coffee table. Ginger tea. It was lukewarm now, but he took a sip anyway.
From the kitchen, Yuna’s voice floated out. “Shane?”
“Yeah?”
She appeared in the archway with her purse on her shoulder and an expression that hovered between excitement and calculation.
“Okay,” Yuna said briskly. “I’m thinking we hit the big box place first for the boring stuff, then the nice store for the fun stuff.”
Shane blinked. “Fun stuff?”
“Blankets. Tiny outfits,” she said. “Soft things. You know. Fun.”
The words tiny outfits made his stomach do that flippy thing again, equal parts nausea and something else.
Yuna’s eyes flicked over him, sharp and assessing. “Come with me,” she said. “You can help pick things out.”
The idea of walking into a big box store full of baby things made his skin prickle. Add the fact that people in Ottawa actually knew his face, that there was a non-zero chance of someone recognizing him, connecting his sudden LTIR with him walking out of a baby aisle?
He pictured his name on a gossip account within the hour. Hollander seen buying diapers day after LTIR announcement. What’s wrong with your favorite center?
Yuna must’ve seen something on his face, because she softened. “We can be quick,” she said. “In and out. You don’t have to carry anything. You can just point at things and make disapproving faces.”
Shane hesitated.
Part of him did want to go. To pretend this was a normal errand with his mom. To walk fluorescent aisles and look at tiny socks and weird gadgets and be overwhelmed by choice like any other expectant parent.
But the idea of being perceived by anyone beyond this house right now made his throat close.
“No,” he said, quicker than he meant to. “I… I think I’ll stay here.”
Yuna squeezed his shoulder. “You don’t even look pregnant,” she said, half teasing. “You could come with me. People would just think you were tired.”
“I don’t even feel pregnant,” Shane muttered.
“Oh, please,” she said, rolling her eyes affectionately. “Shane, you are absolutely acting it.”
He stared at her. “What is that supposed to mean?”
Yuna just smiled and leaned in to kiss his forehead, the same way she’d done when he was ten and sulking after a bad game.
“It means you’re grumpy and tired and your feelings are a little more near the surface,” she said, matter-of-fact. “Which is fine. You’re allowed. We still love you.”
“I’m not-” Shane started.
“Okay,” Yuna said, like she was humoring him and also didn’t believe him for a second.

“Text me if you think of anything we need.”
She squeezed his arm once, then disappeared, the front door clicking shut behind her.

The house went quiet again.
Shane sat there, alone in the living room, his mother’s parting shot echoing in his ears.
You are absolutely acting it.
He wasn’t even sure what she’d meant. Emotional? Irritable? Nesting? Whatever pregnancy stereotype people had in their heads when they thought of glowing women in maternity jeans?
He looked down at himself: baggy joggers, old Centaurs hoodie, compression socks hidden under the cuff. There was no glow. He looked… Lazy. Disheveled. 
He didn’t feel pregnant.

He felt… useless.
The house hummed around him: David’s distant drilling upstairs, the fridge cycling on, the clock ticking on the wall. Outside, somewhere, the world moved. Inside, his own world circled a thirty-five-week problem he could neither fully see nor fix.
He was supposed to rest.
Shane didn’t know what to do with himself if he wasn’t doing something.
---
Ilya had never seen that many microphones pointed at him before a skate.
He’d done scrums. He’d done postgame, pregame, mid-practice availabilities, sat in front of podiums after playoff losses and forced himself to say “we’ll learn from this” without punching a hole through the table.
He’d never done this. Him, standing alone at the entrance to the Centaurs’ practice facility, gear bag at his feet, sweat still cold on the back of his neck from the drive, and a semi-circle of cameras and phones trained on him like he was the main event.
He was not the main event.

He was just the one still here.
“Okay, guys, you get ten,” Farah said from just off to his left, her voice pleasant and dangerous. “Then he’s going in.”
Ten minutes.

He could do anything for ten minutes.
“First question,” someone called.
“Is there any update on Hollander?” a reporter asked, voice too casual. “The team listed him as long-term injured reserve with a non-hockey-related upper-body injury. Can you elaborate on what that is?”
So much for warm-up questions.
Ilya kept his face as flat as he could. “No,” he said. “Team said what they say.”
“But as his captain and as his husband, you must know more details,” another reporter pushed. “Can you comment on the nature of the injury? Is it something that could affect his career long-term?”
Every instinct in Ilya’s body wanted to bare his teeth.
He thought of the way Shane had looked yesterday reading that press release draft.

How small his husband had seemed suddenly, hoodie sleeves pulled over his hands like he could make his body shrink away from the words “upper-body injury” on the page.
“He will be back when he can,” Ilya said evenly. “This is not my… place, to say more. Is his medical thing, not mine.”
“Some fans are speculating that this could be related to mental health,” someone else said. “Especially after last season’s playoff run and all the pressure he was under after being traded to the Centaurs. Can you comment on that?”
“This is not a mental issue,” Ilya said, a little sharper than he meant to. He watched Farah’s shoulders tense and then relax minutely. “He is…Hollander is okay. I will say no more.”
“Is it a family issue?” a different voice asked. “We’ve heard rumors-”
Farah stepped in. “We are not going into the details of Shane’s personal life,” she said, all smooth steel. “The team statement stands. Please restrict your questions to hockey-related matters, or the scrum is over.”
Ilya knew the look on his own face.

He’d seen it in the mirror after losing overtime games.

It said: push me on this and I will snap your microphone in half.
The room seemed to catch it too.
“How big of a loss is it for the team to not have him on the ice to start the season?” someone asked, mercifully moving on.
This, at least, Ilya could answer.
“Big,” he said. “He is… one of best centers in league. Best on our team. He plays all situations. He is also our… motor.” He thumped a fist lightly against his own chest. “He pushes us. We miss him. But this is hockey. People get hurt, or sick. Other guys step up. We do our job. And we try to do it well so when he comes back, he comes back to team in good place.”
“What do you say to fans who are worried?” someone near the back called. 
Ilya thought of the way Shane’s hand had flattened over his stomach last night without him noticing. 
“We say, ‘do not panic,’” Ilya said. “We say, ‘trust him. Trust us.’ He is getting good care. He is doing what doctors tell him for once in his life. We appreciate support.” He let himself smile, just a little. 
“Does this change your expectations for the season?” came the last question. “Without your top center, are you still thinking playoffs, or-”
“My expectations are always the same,” Ilya said. “We play to win. Every night. That does not change.”
He felt the answer land. Unsatisfying. Defensive.
He didn’t know how else to say: I am exhausted and scared and also I have to run a high-tempo neutral zone drill in twenty minutes.
“Okay, that’s it for now,” Farah said firmly. “Thank you.”
She touched his elbow as he stepped away from the mics. “You did good,” she said quietly. “You didn’t punch anyone.”
“I wanted to,” he murmured back. “Maybe later.”
He could feel eyes on his back as he left the room.
“Haven’t seen you move that fast since the playoffs,” Boodram said, leaning against the wall outside the dressing room, skates hooked by their laces over one shoulder.
“I do not like talking about things that are not hockey,” Ilya said.
“That was… rough,” Boodram agreed. “You okay?”
The question was soft.

Genuine.
Ilya shrugged one shoulder. “I am fine.”
He could feel Boodram’s skeptical stare.
“How is he, really?” he asked. “We know what the release says. ‘Non-hockey-related medical condition’ which technically covers everything from shingles to, like, spontaneous combustion.”
Ilya hesitated.

These were his guys.

He’d gone to war with them. Trusted them to cover his blind side, night after night.
“He is…” he searched for the words that didn’t give anything away and also weren’t lies. “He is dealing with… big thing. Physically. Emotionally. It is not drugs, not rehab, not-” he made a vague gesture, “any scandal. He is not dying. They do not think it is career-ending. But it is… a lot. For him.”
“And for you,” Boodram said quietly.
Ilya sighed.

“Yes,” he admitted. “Also for me.”
“Tell him…” Boodram hesitated, then shrugged. “Tell him we’re thinking about him, okay? That we’ve got his spot for when he gets back. No one’s stealing his stall.”
Ilya’s throat tightened.
“I will tell him,” he said. “Thanks.”
“Can we do anything?” Hayes asked from across the room, his dark eyes earnest. “For him. For you.”
“Win games,” Ilya said. “Take care of yourselves. Do not make his… loss in lineup look bigger than it is. He will hate this. He can handle many things, but not feeling like he let team down.”
“He didn’t let anyone down,” Boodram said immediately.
“I know this,” Ilya said. “You know this. I have to make him know this.”
He caught the glance Hayes and Boodram exchanged.

Worried. Frustrated. Wanting to do more.
They didn’t press.

He was grateful and guilty at the same time.
He was lying to them.

Or at least leaving out the weirdest, truest part.
He could control that.

What they knew.

What the media knew.
He could not control the fact that Shane’s stall sat empty beside his, nameplate still gleaming, gear still neatly stowed, like he might walk in any minute and start complaining about the tape job on his stick.
“And seriously,” Hayes said, more quietly. “You good, man?”
Ilya opened his mouth to say yes and stopped.
He was tired.

His head ached in that dull way that meant he’d clamped his jaw for too long.

His phone had been vibrating in his locker all morning with messages he hadn’t checked.
Texts from old teammates.

From cousins.

From people who hadn’t spoken to him in years but suddenly remembered his number when they saw Hollander – LTIR on their sports app.
He thought of how Shane would react if he saw even ten percent of what was being said.

He thought of the folder on the kitchen table instead, and forced his attention there.
“Not really,” he said, surprising himself. “But I will be. Later. Right now, we skate.”
That, at least, made sense.
“Yeah,” Boodram said softly. “We skate.”
They bumped fists, and for a second everything narrowed to the sound of tape unrolling, the smell of sweat and the familiar pre-practice clatter.
On the ice, things would be simple for ninety minutes.

Skate. Shoot.

Yell. Sweat.
It was everything outside the rink that felt like it was moving too fast for his edges to catch.
He could not tell them what was actually happening.

He could not control what they thought, what they guessed, what would leak.
But he could control this: the work. The ice. The drills.
He could give them that much.

He could be the rock here.

He knew how.
---
By the time Yuna came back, Shane had almost lost the battle with the indentation in the couch.
Shane had made himself get up at least twice so he didn’t feel like he was actually fusing with the cushions. Once to pee. Once to refill his water bottle. Both times, he’d had to stop halfway down the hallway to catch his breath, which was bullshit.
He’d tried to read one of the pamphlets again.
“Understanding Your Third Trimester.”
The pages were now dog-eared and filled with his own cramped handwriting.

Questions. Numbers.

Underlines.
When the front door opened, the coffee table was covered in paper.
Or, more accurately, at the explosion of paperwork that had swallowed the coffee table whole. Appointment cards. Lab requisitions. Ultrasound pictures. Hospital handouts. One legal pad in the middle, page half-filled with his own scrawl.
Yuna staggered into the house, arms full of bulging bags.

She had three bags on one arm, two on the other, and another dangling from her wrist.

They were all full to the point of bursting with pastel-colored fabric and mysterious plastic shapes.
Shane was on his feet before he thought about it.
“Here, let me-”
“Ah-ah.” She hip-bumped the door closed and danced away from his reaching hands. “Nope. Hands off.”
She deposited the bags on the floor instead, exhaling in relief as the circulation returned to her fingers.
Shane sat back down, frustrated heat creeping up his neck.
He hated this.

He hated the way his body had become a group project without his consent, everyone else doing the work except the one person actually living in it.

Everyone else got tasks, buy things, build things, plan things, and his job seemed to be sit there and try not to fall apart.
And he couldn’t even do that correctly. 
His skin felt too tight.

His brain too loud.
He watched as she sorted bags onto the table and floor, muttering to herself.
“Diapers, wipes, tiny washcloths, this thing apparently prevents them from peeing in their own faces- oh, this is cute.”
She lifted a soft, footed thing with tiny stars on it.
Shane looked away quickly.

His throat did that stupid tight thing again.
Yuna watched him with that same sharp look from earlier, the one that saw more than he wanted it to, then glanced at the coffee table.
Her gaze caught on the legal pad.

Her expression softened.
“What’s this?” she asked, stepping closer.
Shane’s hand darted to cover it without thinking.

“Nothing,” he said.
She waited, giving him time to decide whether to keep being twelve about it.
He huffed out a breath and moved his hand.

“It’s… names,” he admitted finally. “Baby names. For… her.”
The word still caught in his throat.

Less like swallowing glass now.

More like swallowing something too big in one gulp.
Yuna’s face softened immediately.
“May I see?” she asked.
He hesitated, then handed it over.

On the top line, underlined twice, he’d written:
Names.
Below that, a list.

Some neatly written, some scribbled and crossed out, some circled.
Sofiya?

Viktoriya 

Katerina

Liliya

Larisa / Lara?

Valentina

Tatyana?

Irina
Next to some of them, he’d scribbled little notes:
after Ilya’s mom? too much?

means “victory”

means “cheerful”
He’d also started a new column on the right:
Middle names.
Izumi

Airi

Yurina

Kiyomi

Erina

Naomi
Shane reached for the pad, embarrassed.

“It’s nothing,” he said quickly. “Just… scribbling. Getting ideas. It’s dumb. I just needed something to do.”
Yuna’s hand was faster.
She slid the pad out of reach, eyes scanning down the list.
Most of the names were Russian.

The second column was Japanese.
Her throat tightened, stupidly.

“Most of these are Russian,” she observed.
“Yeah,” he muttered. “I know.”
She looked down at him, eyes warm.
“That makes sense,” she said. “She is half-Russian. You are a very good husband.”
Shane flushed. “I don’t even know if Ilya will want… that,” he said, words tumbling out. “A Russian name for her. I don’t know if that feels good or bad, given…” He gestured vaguely. “Everything. Him not being able to go home. His family. But… it feels…”
“Right?” Yuna supplied, gently. “Like a way to give her something he lost.”
Shane stared at his hands.
“I don’t want her to be… cut off from that part of him,” he said, voice low. “Ilya can’t go back. He doesn’t have anyone there anymore. But she’ll be his. I want her to… know that. I just… I keep thinking about her having a last name that’s… ours, and a first name that’s… his. Or ours. Something that reflects both. Of us.”
Yuna’s heart squeezed.
“I think that’s beautiful,” she said simply.
Shane’s ears went pink.“It’s just a list,” he muttered. “I don’t even know if we’re going to use any of them.”
She smiled at him, soft and proud.
“Look at you,” she added, grinning suddenly. “Sitting here making name lists. You say you ‘don’t feel pregnant’ and then you do this.”
Shane made a complicated face.
“I’m… proud of you,” she said. “That’s all.”
Shane’s cheeks burned. “For… writing names on paper?”
“For trying,” she said simply. “For doing this even while you’re scared out of your mind. For… letting yourself want things.”
He didn’t have an answer for that.
“Come on,” she said, straightening. “If you want to pick up the lightest bag I brought, we can make a trip upstairs and see what your father’s been up to. Then I can show you what all this is.”
Shane hesitated.

Then, cautiously, he nodded.
“Okay,” he said. “Lightest bag.”
She rummaged through the pile, tested a few bags, and handed him one that felt like it contained nothing heavier than air and maybe some tissue paper.
“Here,” she said. “Your mighty burden.”
He took it.

It weighed almost nothing.
“Wow,” he said dryly. “So heavy.”
His body protested the stairs more than he wanted to admit.

By the time they reached the top, he was a little out of breath.

He tried not to resent that.
The bag wasn’t heavy.

It still felt like a victory.
At the nursery door, he hesitated.
“Ready?” Yuna asked, watching his face.
“No,” he said.

“Open it.”
She did.
The room looked… different.

It didn’t look like a guest room anymore.
David straightened from where he was reading the instruction manual, hand braced on his lower back.
“Oh good,” David said. “More bags.”
Shane stepped into the room, bag dangling from his fingers. His eyes went straight to the crib.
It wasn’t fully assembled yet. The side panel leaned against the wall. The mattress was still wrapped in plastic. But it was enough.
Shane’s chest did that weird, painful twist again.

“Wow,” he said softly.
“It’s not done,” David said quickly, straightening up from where he’d been fiddling with a piece of something Shane couldn't recognize, “I still need to anchor it to the wall and, uh, make sure it’s not going to collapse under the weight of a small human. But… that’s the basic structure.”
“It’s beautiful,” Yuna said immediately.
Shane stepped closer.
He set the bag down carefully and let his fingers brush the top rail.
It felt cool under his hand.

Solid.
“This is where she’ll sleep?” he asked, stupid question.
“Eventually,” David said. “We’ll probably put a bassinet in your room for the first few months. It’s safer. And easier. Less walking at three in the morning. But, yeah. This will be… hers.”
Hers.
Shane had thought the ultrasound picture had made it real.

This did something different.
He imagined, just for a second, a little bundle in there.

Something small and loud and not hypothetical anymore.
His eyes burned.
“Hey,” Yuna said softly, appearing at his elbow. “You okay?”
“Yeah,” he said quickly, clearing his throat. “Just… a lot.”
“We can stop,” she said. “If it’s too much.”
“No,” he said, surprising himself. “I… it’s okay.”
Yuna nudged his shoulder gently. “Come on,” she murmured. “Let me show you what I got.”
For once, he let himself be led.
---
Practice was good.

That was the problem.
If it had gone badly, if guys had been dragging, or systems had been forgotten, or a rookie had blown a drill so badly he’d had an excuse to yell, then Ilya could’ve dealt with his stress with that.
Instead, the skate was sharp.

Guys were dialed in.

The rhythm of it almost lulled him, stick on puck, skates carving, breath in, breath out.
For ninety minutes, there was no medical file with Shane’s name on it.

No reporters.

No future he couldn’t shape.
Just this drill, this rep, this pass.
He ran the last conditioning skate hard, more for himself than anyone.

He chased the burn in his legs like it owed him something.
By the time they hit the room again, everyone was pink-faced and sweaty.

The air tasted salty.
It was… normal.

Painfully, stubbornly normal.
Only Shane’s stall stayed empty.

His tape and laces tucked away in his bag at home.

His regulation chaos missing from the soundtrack.
All day, he’d been the filter.

Taking in questions, worry, speculation, and letting out the least harmful version he could manage.
Now, as he stepped through their front door and toed off his shoes, the weight of it all settled onto him like wet gear.
“Hi, sweetheart,” Yuna called from the living room.
Ilya forced his shoulders to drop a fraction and stepped in.
Yuna and David were on the couch, cups of tea in hand, a half-open box of something baby-related on the coffee table.

The TV was on low, some home renovation show flickering in the background.
“Hi,” he said. “You are still here.”
“Just waiting for you,” David said. “We’re heading out in a minute. Thought we’d say bye.”
Yuna’s eyes flicked over him, “How was practice?”
“It was fine,” he said.
All three of them knew that was a lie.
Yuna’s eyes looked back to his face, cataloguing.

His shoulders a little too tight, the lines around his mouth deeper than usual.
But she just nodded and turned back to the TV.
“What about Shane?” Ilya asked. “How was he?”
“He was fine,” Yuna said.
All four of them knew that was a lie too.
“Nursery’s coming along,” David said. “We got the crib assembled. Chair’s in. Some shelves. Your house is slowly turning into a childcare catalogue.”
“Good,” Ilya said, because that was easier than saying I am grateful you did all of this while I was gone, and also I hate that I wasn’t here to help.
He glanced at the stairs.
“Where is he?” he asked, softer.
“Upstairs,” Yuna said. “He fell asleep in the chair in the nursery. I was going to wake him, but I figured you’d be home soon and you know how much he needs the sleep.”
Ilya’s shoulders dropped a notch.
“You are leaving?” he asked, suddenly anxious at the thought of the house going back to just the two of them. Him and a sleeping Shane and all this… air.
“We’ll head out now,” Yuna said. “It’s been a long day. For everyone. We’ll be back tomorrow. Or the day after. You need anything, you call.”
“Even if it’s three in the morning,” David added.
“I will not call at three in morning,” Ilya said.
“You might,” Yuna said. “And if you do, that’s fine.” She came over, cupped his cheek briefly like she had Shane’s, surprising him. “You did good today,” she said. “Both of you.”
He didn’t know what to do with that, so he nodded.
They gathered their things and left in a flurry of hugs and reminders, the house sinking into a quieter kind of quiet when the door clicked shut behind them.
Ilya stood there for a second, listening to the silence.
Then he headed for the stairs. He climbed them slowly, every step heavy in his thighs. The hallway upstairs was dimmer, late afternoon light slanting in through the small window.
The nursery door was open a crack.
He pushed it wider with his fingertips.

For a second, his brain refused to process the sight.
The nursery looked more real than it had that morning.
The crib was fully assembled now, all four sides up, mattress in place. The chair in the corner had been unwrapped, the plastic crumpled and shoved into a bag. There were piles of small, folded clothes on the dresser. Boxes of diapers. A mobile still in its packaging.
And in the chair, curled up with one hand resting vaguely on his midsection, head lolled against the high back, was Shane.
The setting sun through the window painted his face in gold.
Ilya’s chest clenched.

For a second, he just stood there and watched him.
He looked… small.

Not physically, Shane never really looked small to him, but in the way his body had folded in on itself to make room for everything he was carrying.
Ilya crossed the room silently and crouched beside the chair.
“Hey,” he said softly, “Sleeping Beauty.”
Shane made a noise, somewhere between a grumble and a sigh, and burrowed deeper into the chair like a cat.
Ilya reached up and brushed his knuckles gently along Shane’s cheek.
“Shane,” he murmured. “Time to move. Chair is not good for back.”
Shane blinked awake in stages.
First his eyelids fluttered, lashes clumping together.

Then his eyes focused. Slow, like a camera lens adjusting.
“Ilya?” he croaked.
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“You’re home?” Shane’s voice was sleep-rough.
“Yes,” Ilya said again. “Practice is over.”
Shane blinked his eyes open, then glanced around.
“Oh,” he said again, taking in the crib, the shelves, the piles of supplies half-sorted. “Yeah. I… sat down for a second and then…”
He gestured vaguely at himself.
“This is allowed,” Ilya said. “Doctor said you should rest. You are being good boy.”
Shane made a face. “Don’t call me that,” he grumbled, but there was no heat in it.
“Come. Bed.” Ilya said. “Before you fall asleep here and wake up with neck broken.”
He stood and offered both hands. Shane let himself be hauled to his feet, swaying for a second before finding his balance.
“Whoa,” he said quietly.
Ilya’s grip tightened. “Okay?”
“Yeah,” Shane said. “Just… dizzy standing up too fast. I’m fine.”
He waited until color crept back into Shane’s face before steering him gently out of the room, flicking the light off as they went.
Down the hall, their bedroom felt like neutral ground.
Shane let himself be guided into bed without protest, for once. He folded onto his side with a tired huff, hand going automatically to his belly again.
Ilya shed his own clothes down to his t-shirt and shorts, the motions slower than usual, then slid in behind him, curling his body around Shane’s.
For a minute, they just breathed.
Ilya could feel the way Shane’s back expanded against his chest, the hitch in each inhale.
“How was practice?” Shane asked finally, voice muffled by his pillow.
“Fine,” Ilya said.
“Liar,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed.
He considered elaborating. He could tell Shane about the reporters, the questions, all of it. He could tell him about the empty stall, about how he’d put his hand on the back of Shane’s chair out of habit and then left it there for a second too long.
He could tell him about the way the guys had tried so hard to be normal, chirping and joking, and how that had made his chest hurt in a different way.
He didn’t.
He wanted to ask about Shane’s day too.

Really ask.
He could see the fatigue in the slope of his shoulders, the way his eyes had looked a little too shiny in the nursery.
He could ask:

Are you overwhelmed?

Are you scared?

Do you hate this?

…

Do you hate me?
He didn’t.
It wasn’t that he didn’t want to know.

It was that he could see the edges of Shane’s capacity tonight, and he was right up against them himself.
“What did you do while I was gone?” he asked instead, nudging his nose into Shane’s hair.
“Wrote a list,” Shane said.
“Of what?”
“Baby names,” Shane said.
Ilya blinked.

“Names,” he repeated. “You made list?”
“Don’t sound so surprised,” Shane grumbled. “It was stupid. I needed something to do.”
“What did you come up with?” Ilya asked, a hand softly rubbing Shane’s arm. 
“Nothing,” Shane said quickly.
“Nothing?” Ilya prodded.
“Just… ideas,” Shane said. He sounded embarrassed.

“Mostly Russian names. Some Japanese. I was just… playing around. It’s dumb.”
“It is not dumb,” Ilya said at once. “I think about this all the time.”
Shane twisted a little to look back at him. “You do?”
“Yes,” Ilya admitted. “I think about… what she will look like. What she will sound like. If she will have your dumb laugh.” He nudged Shane’s shoulder with his chin. “If she will hate hockey or love it. If she will make you crazy.”
“She already makes me crazy,” Shane said.
“Good practice,” Ilya said. “We will be experts.”
Shane huffed, but his mouth did that little uncertain twitch it did when something landed closer than he wanted to admit.
“I’m starting to feel like it’s real,” he said quietly, surprising himself.
Ilya turned onto his side, propping his head on his hand.
“Good,” he said.
“I hate it,” Shane added.
“Also good,” Ilya said. “You can hate it and still… want things.”
Shane looked at him, eyes wide in the dim light.
“I do,” he admitted. “Want things. For her. Like… I want her to be healthy. Obviously. But I also want her to be…” He flailed for the right words. “Not… crushed. By all of this.”
“All of what?” Ilya asked gently.
“Expectations,” Shane said. “Mine, yours, other people’s. Hockey shit. All of it. I don’t want her to feel like she has to be anything other than… herself. Whatever that ends up being.”
He swallowed.
“I didn’t always feel like that was an option,” he said.

"I don’t want that for her.”
Ilya’s chest squeezed.
“We can do that,” he said. “We cannot control world. But we can control our house. Our… family. We can make it place she can be anything.”
“That’s a big promise,” Shane said.
“Yes,” Ilya agreed. “But we have help. Your parents… Pike. Whole army. We build little bubble. When she is ready to leave it, we will let her. But she will know she can always come back.”
Shane inhaled slowly.
He thought of his mother’s arms around him in the kitchen.

Of his father’s matter-of-fact, “You can’t do this alone.”
“Yeah,” he said. “Okay.”
“Do you think she is… kicker?” Ilya asked suddenly.
Shane blinked. “What?”
“Kicker,” Ilya repeated. “With legs. Like you. Or maybe she is, how you say, wiggle worm. Like my cousin’s baby. He is like octopus.”
Shane snorted. “She barely moves,” he said. “Or I barely notice it. I don’t know. I’m not getting, like, alien-ripples. More… occasional… bubbles. Maybe she’s lazy.”
“Impossible,” Ilya said. “Our child will not be lazy.”
“She might be,” Shane said. “Just to spite you.”
“Then I will love her anyway,” Ilya said. “I will carry her everywhere like backpack.”
Shane pictured that, tiny human in a carrier strapped to Ilya’s chest, head tucked under his chin, one huge hand cupping her back.
The image hit him like a puck to the sternum.
“I hope she laughs a lot,” he said, before he could stop himself. “Not like me. Like… really laughs. The stupid, snorty kind. I want her to think things are funny. Even when they’re hard.”
“She will,” Ilya said, as if this were not up for debate. “She will laugh at me most. I will do my stupid little dances for her. She will think I am clown.”
“You are a clown,” Shane said.
“Exactly,” Ilya said.
They were quiet for another stretch.
Outside, a car drove by.

Somewhere in the house, the fridge hummed.
“What do you want her to be like?” Shane asked suddenly. “If you could… pick.”
Ilya thought about it.
“Alive,” he said first. “Healthy. Past that… I just hope she feels like she can be herself. That she does not feel like she has to fit in little box to be loved.”
Shane swallowed hard.
“I want that too,” he said.
He hesitated, then added, “I hope she… feels at home. In her body. In her family. In whatever she decides is… hers. Even if it’s not hockey. Especially if it’s not hockey.”
He felt Ilya’s face press into his shoulder.
“We will do this,” Ilya murmured. “We will be… safe place. For her. Even if world is stupid.”
“You say that like it’s easy,” Shane muttered.
“I say that like it is… worth trying to do, even when it is hard,” Ilya said. 
Shane exhaled, long and slow.
“We’re really doing this,” he said, the words half awe, half dread.
“We are already doing,” Ilya said.
He shifted closer, tugging lightly until Shane let himself be drawn into his chest.
Their joined hands ended up between them, over the spot where Shane’s shirt stretched a little differently now.
Ilya laid his other hand over theirs, big palm covering both.
The house hummed softly around them.

The nursery down the hall existed now, crib assembled, shelves half-filled.

The rink existed too, miles away, ice freshly cut for another practice tomorrow.
Two worlds, moving around them whether they liked it or not.
Here, in this bed, there was a third.
Shane shifted, pressing back into Ilya’s chest, their hands still joined over the small, stubborn curve between them.
“Hey,” he said, very quietly, eyes still closed. “We’re gonna screw up. A lot.”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“But,” Shane added, “I think we might also… be okay.”
“Yes,” Ilya said again, with that ridiculous certainty he had about things he’d decided to believe in.

“We will be very okay. Eventually. One small thing at a time.”
Shane breathed out, long and slow.

One small thing at a time, then.
It would have to be enough.
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  The first thing Shane registered was weight.
Not emotional, not metaphorical. Actual, physical weight, dragging at his limbs like someone had poured concrete into all of his muscles while he slept, sinking him deep into the mattress. 
The second thing was sound.
The soft slide of a dresser drawer.
The muted thump of a closet door.
The hiss of the shower turning off in the en suite.
Ilya.
Shane cracked one eye open.
The room was the dim, hazy grey of late morning.
That registered a second later.
Late morning.
Shane’s heart did a weird, guilty stutter.
He rolled his head toward the alarm clock on the nightstand.
The red digits blinked back at him.
9:13
He was supposed to be halfway through a run by now.
On a normal day, he’d have been up at six, running shoes on by six-ten, pounding out kilometers before the sun had fully committed to being awake. Then home, shower, breakfast, a quick stretch, a look at his training plan.
Normal had apparently taken a leave of absence.
It had been eleven days since Shane found out he was pregnant.
His body seemed to realize it around day eight.
And now? Instead of waking up, going on a run? Shane slept.
He’d slept and slept and slept, waking up three times to pee and twice because his hips hurt too much to stay on one side.
Every time, he’d thought, I should get up. I should stretch. I should do something.
Every time, his body had said, absolutely not, and dragged him back under.
Now, Shane lay there, watching their bedroom in the watery light, listening to the quiet rustle of his husband getting ready for practice.
Everything felt heavy.
Not in the fun way Shane recognized, not the post-leg-day, you-earned-this way.
Heavy like someone had stacked sandbags on every joint while he slept.
His lower back ached in a dull, insistent line.
His hips felt like they’d rusted in place.
His tongue was thick, his head fuzzy, his chest weirdly tight.
The worst part was how familiar the urge to ignore all of that was.
He’d been training through pain for almost all of his life.
Shane groaned quietly and shoved the heel of his hand into his eyes.
He did not want to get up.
This was new.
The bathroom light went off. The door opened. A minute later, the mattress dipped beside him.
He felt, distantly, the back of Ilya’s hand brush his forehead, then his cheek.
“You are awake?” Ilya asked quietly.
“No,” Shane said into the crook of his elbow.
Ilya huffed out something that was almost a laugh. “You lie.”
“I feel like shit,” Shane added, more clearly.
“Mm.” The hand slid up into his hair for one slow pass. “You look like shit.”
“Fuck you,” Shane muttered automatically.
Even to his own ears, his voice sounded wrecked. Thicker than usual. Sleep-glued.
He blinked hard, willing his eyes to focus.
Ilya’s hair was damp, curling slightly at the edges. He was half dressed already: compression shirt, track pants with the Centaurs logo, socks but no shoes yet.
His expression, annoyingly, was both fond and worried.
He looked like hockey. Like routine and purpose and forward motion. Which was unfair. He, also, wasn’t allowed to look that concerned and that handsome at the same time. Also unfair.
Especially, when Shane, his husband, lay in front of him looking and feeling like a pillow someone had slept on wrong.
Ilya, with a sigh, slid closer to Shane on the edge of the bed.
The mattress dipped further, and Shane immediately felt like he was rolling downhill.
“Rough night?” Ilya asked.
“Did not sleep,” Shane said. “At least, not well.”
He’d had to get up to pee three times. His hips had ached every time he lay on one side for more than fifteen minutes. His lower back throbbed with a dull, insistent ache that no amount of pillow rearranging seemed to fix. His legs had buzzed like they were full of bees, the restless urge to move them at war with the bone-deep fatigue urging him to stay still.
Between all of that, and the ever-present, low-level anxiety hum that had been his background noise since the ultrasound, sleep had been more of a rumor than a fact.
“And you did not wake me once during the night,” Ilya said, sounding offended.
“You would have been useless,” Shane said. “What were you going to do, pee for me?”
“I could have… helped you up,” Ilya said. “Or… held door. Guarded hallway.”
“Oh my God,” Shane said, dragging his free hand over his face. “You realize you have practice, right? You can’t be up all night guarding the bathroom.”
“I can if you need,” Ilya insisted.
“I don’t need,” Shane said, which was mostly true, except for the part of him that wanted someone else to deal with his body for a while.
Ilya squeezed his hand, then let it go.
Shane felt the loss immediately.
“I have to go to practice,” Ilya said apologetically.
“Guys will start to panic if the captain does not show up.”
“Lucky you,” Shane said.
He hadn’t meant it to come out so sharp.
Ilya’s eyebrows lifted just a fraction.
Shane huffed a breath and stared at the ceiling.
“Sorry,” he muttered. “That was…” He gestured vaguely. “I’m just… pissed off. You get to go play hockey and I get to keep discovering new and exciting ways my body is not listening to me.”
Ilya’s hand slid over, finding Shane’s under the blanket.
“I would change with you if I could,” he said quietly, “Switch bodies.” 
“No, you wouldn’t,” Shane said, automatic, because, well, that was ridiculous.
Why would anyone choose Shane’s body if given an option?
Shane definitely didn’t. He still wouldn’t.
“I would,” Ilya repeated. “In second. You could go skate and yell at stupid teammates. I could lie here and pee every twenty minutes and complain about heartburn. I am very good at complaining.”
Despite himself, Shane snorted.
Ilya huffed a small laugh, then sobered.
Paused.
“I could stay,” Ilya suggested quietly.
Shane’s eyes snapped open.
“What?”
“Practice,” Ilya said. “I could skip one. Tell Wiebe I am not feeling well. Or that something came up with family. First week is… flexible. I could stay with you today. Make sure you are okay.”
“You’re not skipping practice because I’m tired,” Shane said, sharper than he meant.
“Not just tired,” Ilya said mildly. “You look like you have flu.”
“Well, I don’t,” Shane snapped. “I just feel like shit. That’s apparently my new baseline.”
Ilya’s jaw flexed. “Shane-”
“No. Go to practice,” Shane muttered. “I don’t need you to skip practice because of me.”
“Hey.” Ilya tipped his chin up with two fingers. “You are not… burden. To me. Okay? If I skip practice, is not ‘because of you’. Is because… my family needs me. This is allowed. Always.”
Shane swallowed around the lump in his throat.
He wanted to believe that. He did.
His chest tightened.
“No,” Shane said, more firmly. “Go. Please. If you stay, I’ll feel worse.”
Because then it will be real, he didn’t say.
Because then I’ll have made your world smaller too.
Ilya studied him for a long moment, eyes dark and searching.
Finally, he nodded once.
“Okay. Your mom is coming soon,” he said.
“She will take you to hospital for… baby monitor thing.”
Shane blinked. “What?”
“Appointment,” Ilya said. “Non-stress test. Remember? Dr. Girard said every week now. Maybe more. If baby needs them.”
Shane stared at him.
His brain did a sad little buffering circle.
“Shit,” he muttered. “That’s today?”
“Yes,” Ilya said.
“Right,” Shane said, having to remember to swallow “Right. The monitor thing. I forgot.”
“It is okay,” Ilya said. “You are allowed to forget. You are tired.”
“I’m not usually tired. Not like this,” Shane said, frustrated tears pricking stupidly at the backs of his eyes. “I usually- I don’t… do this. I-I just- I wish things were normal. I wish I didn’t feel like this.”
“I know,” Ilya said, and the simple honesty in his voice made Shane’s throat tighten unexpectedly. “I wish this too. But we cannot change this part. We can only make sure nothing else is wrong.”
Shane hated how reasonable that sounded.
He hated, more, how much he wanted someone with a medical degree to tell him this misery had an expiration date.
“You are very quiet,” Ilya said after a moment.
“I’m trying not to cry,” Shane admitted, muffled.
There was a beat of stillness.
Then the mattress dipped closer to Shane. 
“Hey,” Ilya said softly.
Shane let his eyes close completely again. A moment later, Ilya was curling around him from behind, big body warm and solid, one arm sliding under Shane’s pillow, the other draping over his waist. His hand settled automatically on the slight swell of Shane’s stomach, thumb stroking back and forth.
“You can cry,” Ilya murmured into Shane’s hair. “You are allowed.”
“I know,” Shane said. “I just… if I start, I don’t know if I’ll stop.”
“We have time,” Ilya said. “Practice not until ten.”
Shane made a wet, unwilling little sound that might have been a laugh.
They lay there for a few more minutes, the room dim and quiet around them.
Eventually, reluctantly, Ilya stirred.
“I have to go,” he said softly.
“I text when I am done. You text if anything feels… bad, okay?”
“This all feels bad,” Shane said.
“New bad,” Ilya clarified. “Different bad. You know what I mean.”
“Yeah,” Shane sighed. “Fine.”
He watched Ilya stand, grab his bag, shove his feet into his shoes by the door.
“I love you,” Ilya said, hand on the knob.
“Love you too,” Shane said, throat tight.
Ilya hesitated like he wanted to say more, then just grabbed his bag and headed for the door, and Shane was left alone with his body and the silence.
Shane listened to the sounds of Ilya leaving, his footsteps on the stairs, the muted creak of the front door, then the front door closing again.
The house settled around him.
He stared at the ceiling.
Shane still didn’t get up.
---
By the time Yuna pulled up, ten o’clock sharp, Shane had done exactly nothing except shower, put on the loosest t-shirt he owned (it was Ilya’s), pull on soft sweatpants, and expend a frankly embarrassing amount of energy getting socks over his stupid swollen feet.
His hair was damp around his ears when he slid into the passenger seat, moving like a man twice his age.
Yuna’s eyebrows did that little twitch that meant she was cataloguing.
“You don’t look so good,” she said.
“Thanks, Mom,” Shane said, sounding entirely unthankful.
She pulled away from the curb.
“What’s going on?” Yuna asked, eyes on the road but attention obviously split.
“Everything hurts,” Shane said, abandoning finesse.
Shane gave her the abridged version: the heaviness, the pressure, the back pain, the shortness of breath, the bone-deep exhaustion, the way his brain felt as if it was running through molasses.
He left out the part where he wanted to cry about all of it.
Yuna made sympathetic noises at appropriate intervals.
“Sounds like the third trimester,” she said, when he finished, “When I was pregnant with you, I remember thinking, ‘okay, this isn’t so bad,’ and then one week later I couldn’t bend over to tie my shoes without seeing stars.”
“That’s comforting,” Shane muttered.
“I didn’t say it to comfort you,” she said cheerfully. “I said it so you don’t think you’re doing anything wrong. Your body is doing a lot of work. It’s catching up with you.”
Shane shifted in his seat, trying to find a position that didn’t make his hip ache.
“I know,” he said. “I just… it feels like my body’s betraying me. Again. Still.”
Yuna’s fingers tightened briefly on the wheel.
“You’re allowed to be mad at it,” she said. “You’re also allowed to be proud of it.”
He made a noncommittal noise.
Shane wasn’t sure which felt worse: the physical discomfort or the fact that it was, apparently, normal.
Yuna smiled, but her eyes stayed a little worried.
“The important thing is we go,” Yuna said. “We let the professionals tell us what’s going on. At least you’ll get some more answers.”
Shane wanted to argue.
He didn’t have the energy.
Instead he huffed and sank further into the seat.
They pulled into the high-risk clinic’s lot.
Shane waited for the now-familiar lurch of anxiety when they walked through the automatic doors, the whoosh of air conditioning and disinfectant smell hitting him like a wave.
It came, but it was muted. Less like a tidal wave and more like a steady, unpleasant current.
What came louder was his body complaining.
---
The non-stress test room looked a lot like the last exam room.
Same neutral walls, a soft green paint.
Same monitor, rolling stool, and paper-covered bed.
Shane had seen enough of these carbon copy rooms in the last week and a half that they’d started to blur together. 
At least he knew the drill by now.
Weight (up two pounds).
Blood pressure (still higher than anyone liked).
Blood drawn (again).
He’d peed in a cup so many times in the last ten days he was ready to start signing autographs on the stupid labels.
“Hi, Shane,” Nurse Kim said cheerfully as she came in, same purple scrubs as last time, same cartoon uterus pin. “Hi, Ms. Hollander.”
“Yuna, please,” his mother said.
Shane lay back on the exam table, the paper crinkling under him, the same way it had the first time. Kim wrapped the stretchy bands around his middle with practiced efficiency, her touch gentle and matter-of-fact.
“This one measures uterine activity,” she reminded him, patting the upper band.
“This one listens to baby’s heart.”
The machine whirred to life, the paper strip starting to inch out with its little jagged lines.
A moment later, the room filled with the fast, galloping sound he still wasn’t entirely used to.
Thumpthumpthumpthumpthump-
Kim checked the strip of paper as it began to creep out of the machine, eyes scanning. “Baseline looks good,” she said. “She’s in the 150s, nice and reactive. We’ll watch for accelerations here.”
Shane continued to stare at the ceiling.
He still didn’t know how to connect that noise with anything real.
“Now,” Kim said. “Your job is to lie here and… do nothing. We’ll let this run for about twenty minutes. If she doesn’t move much, I might buzz her a little to get a reaction.”
Lie still. Do nothing.
He hated that that was actually hard.
“Buzz her?” Yuna asked, frowning slightly.
Kim held up a small device that looked like a plastic toothbrush handle with a rounded end. “An Acoustic stimulator,” she said. “It vibrates a little, makes them wiggle so we see the heart rate variability we want. Totally safe. Just annoying, I imagine.”
Shane made a face. “So she gets bothered if she’s too quiet?” he asked. “Seems unfair.”
“She’s welcome to move on her own,” Kim said, smiling. 
She tapped the paper. “If you feel anything, any tightening or movement, press this button,” she added, handing Shane a small clicker. “It’ll mark the strip so we can correlate.”
Shane balanced it in his hand.
He didn’t expect to press it much.
He still wasn’t feeling her the way all the pamphlets said he should.
Shane gazed up at the ceiling and tried to breathe through the weird, heavy tightness in his chest.
The heartburn sat there, low and stubborn.
“I don’t feel her,” Shane blurted, "Like- ever."
Kim looked up. “You don’t feel her moving?”
“Not really,” Shane admitted, suddenly cold despite the too-warm room. “Sometimes? I guess? Little… bubbles? But nothing consistent. Everyone keeps talking about kicks and stuff and it’s… not like that. I thought maybe… something was wrong.”
He felt Yuna’s hand close around his ankle, a grounding squeeze.
“She’s moving plenty, though,” Kim added, glancing at the tracings again. “Her heart rate is doing exactly what we want to see when she moves. We’ll do an ultrasound in a bit to double-check, but I’m not worried.”
“Okay,” Shane said quietly.
He focused on the swoosh-thump of the heart monitor and tried not to fixate on every non-sensation in his abdomen.
When the door opened again, it was Dr. Girard.
“Hi, Shane,” Dr. Girard said as she came in, dark hair still somehow neat despite probably having been at this for hours. “How are we doing today?”
“Bad,” Shane said, because somehow with her he’d stopped sugarcoating.
Girard’s mouth curved. “Honesty is good,” she said. “Let’s see what we can do.”
They went through the usual motions.
Questions about symptoms, which Shane answered with increasing frustration,
Back pain. Hip pain. Pressure. Exhaustion. Dizziness. Shortness of breath.
He also, reluctantly, answered the questions about his head.
“Sleep?” she asked.
“Terrible,” he said. “I wake up every hour to pee. Or because I’m sore.”
“Appetite?”
“Maybe?” he said. “Sometimes? Everything gives me heartburn, and if I eat too much I feel as if my lungs are being weighed down.”
“Anxiety?” she asked, glancing up over her glasses.
“…” Shane avoided her eye contact by looking up at the ceiling. “Yes.”
“Depression?” she added gently.
“Don’t know,” he said. “I’m… scared. And mad. And tired. All the time. I don’t know if that’s depression or just… my reality.”
She nodded, not writing anything for a moment.
“Those are all valid feelings,” she said. “We’ll keep an eye on it. You have good support?”
He thought of Ilya, of his parents, of Hayden promising to drive to Ottawa just to put together furniture badly and harass his husband.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “I do.”
“Okay,” she said. “Let’s look at baby.”
Shane hauled his shirt up again, the air cool on his skin. The gel was colder.
“Your blood pressure today is elevated, but not in the concerning range we worry about for preeclampsia.” Dr. Girard continued, “But, obviously we’ll keep watching it. You are more swollen than last week, which I’m sure you’ve noticed. It’s… annoying, but not alarming yet.”
She snapped on gloves and squirted gel onto his abdomen.
“Your hemoglobin’s still on the low side,” she said as she pressed the probe down. “The iron supplements are helping, but anemia doesn’t fix itself overnight. That’s most likely also contributing. So is the pregnancy itself. You’re basically a high-performance athlete who’s been training at altitude with half your usual oxygen delivery and asking why you’re tired.”
“That sounds like something I would do, yeah,” Shane muttered.
“Is the iron making you nauseous?” she asked.
“A little,” he admitted. “But… I can deal.”
“We might adjust your dosing schedule,” she said. “Smaller, more frequent doses can sometimes be easier. We’ll also keep an eye on your ferritin. But a lot of what you’re describing is… normal for where you are.”
He scowled at the word.
Normal.
The screen flickered to life. Greys and blacks. Static and shapes.
Girard moved the probe with practiced ease.
“There she is,” she murmured.
Shane watched the image resolve.
He could make out the curve of a skull now without prompting.
The arc of a tiny spine.
A rounded little torso.
“Heart’s still looking good,” Girard pointed out. “Four chambers, beating strong.”
Shane watched the flicker on the screen, the steady pulsing.
“And… she’s moving,” Girard said, angling the probe.
“Even if you aren’t feeling every bit of it.”
As if on cue, the little blur on the screen shifted.
A small, ghostly arm floated up, hand near the face.
“Look,” Yuna whispered, leaning in involuntarily.
The translucent little fist opened, then closed, drifting toward the mouth.
For a second, the thumb seemed to line up perfectly.
“There,” Girard said softly. “Do you see that?”
Shane stared.
“She’s… sucking her thumb,” he said, voice coming out a little strangled.
Girard smiled. “She is,” she said. “That’s a good sign, actually. Nice coordinated movement. Reflexes doing their thing.”
He watched, mesmerized, as the tiny movement repeated.
Thumb to mouth.
A little opening and closing.
He didn’t feel it.
He wouldn’t have known it was happening without the screen.
There, under the mess of his muscles and anxiety, was a baby.
Not just an idea. Not just a heartbeat on a monitor.
A baby trying to jam her hand in her face. It was absurd.
It was the most ridiculous-looking thing he’d ever seen in his life.
It was also… very obviously a person doing a very person-like thing.
Shane felt suddenly, inexplicably teary.
His throat tightened.
“Heh,” he said, uselessly.
“That is totally normal behavior at this stage,” Girard said.
“Lots of babies self-soothe in utero. It’s a good sign, neurologically.”
Yuna reached out and squeezed Shane’s shoulder.
“Can we…?” she asked, nodding at the machine.
Girard smiled. “Of course,” she said. “I’ll print a few. Thumb-sucking is always a crowd-pleaser.”
The printer whirred to life.
Shane swallowed hard around the lump in his throat.
He’d thought the picture of her spine had rattled him.
This was worse.
Or better.
Or both.
“Movement-wise,” Girard said, “she’s actually very active.”
The pictures lay on the table, drying.
“I don’t… feel her,” Shane said, a little helplessly.
“Watch,” Girard said.
The wand slid across his abdomen again. The monitor flickered. On the screen, as if on cue, his daughter punched a limb toward the nebulous border of her universe.
Shane could see it.
He felt… nothing.
“I didn’t feel anything,” he said, quietly.
“That makes sense,” Girard said. “See this?” She tapped a darker, cloudier section on the image. “This is your placenta. It’s sitting on the front wall of your uterus. We call this anterior. Basically, it’s like a pillow between her and your abdominal wall. It cushions a lot of the movement. So, she can be having a party in there and you feel… vague twitches.”
“A pillow,” Shane repeated.
“Yes,” Girard said. “Totally normal. It also explains why you haven’t been feeling much movement throughout the pregnancy. You’ve likely had an anterior placenta all along, combined with your already strong abdominal wall from years of training. It’s like she’s trying to kick through a mattress and a brick wall.”
“So she’s… fine,” Shane said.
He hated how desperate he sounded.
“She’s measuring in the twenty-second percentile for weight,” Girard said. “Which is smaller than average, but still perfectly okay. Consistent with her previous scans. No signs of growth restriction. Her non-stress test was reactive and reassuring. Right now, she’s sending us all the signals we like to see.”
“Okay,” Shane breathed.
“Now,” Girard said, wiping the remaining gel from his skin. “Let’s talk about you.”
He almost laughed.
He almost said, ‘No thanks.’
But she waited, pen poised over her tablet, eyes on his face.
So he told her.
He told her about the back pain that had gone from annoying to actively debilitating. About the hip aches, the swelling, the shortness of breath. The dizziness. The feeling like his brain kept cutting out mid-thought.
Her expression stayed neutral, but not dismissive.
“Your blood pressure is a bit elevated, but not into the scary zone,” she said. “Your labs today will give us more information. Your anemia is likely contributing to the fatigue, headaches, paleness, cold hands. The iron we started you on needs some time to build your stores back up. That’s not an instantaneous fix.”
“So I just… feel like this,” Shane said.
“For a little while,” Girard said. “Yes. We’ll also talk about adding more iron in your diet, staying hydrated, getting up slowly so you don’t pass out, things like that.”
“Great,” he said flatly.
“I know it’s frustrating,” she said, not sugar-coating it. “You’re used to pushing through discomfort. That’s your job, normally. High pain tolerance is practically in the hockey player job description.”
He shrugged, uncomfortable.
Girard set the clipboard aside and leaned forward a little.
“Have you ever heard of stress-induced analgesia?” she asked.
Shane blinked. “Analge- what?”
“Stress-induced analgesia,” she repeated. “It’s a thing we see in a lot of mammals. In humans, too. Soldiers in battle, animals running from predators, people in car accidents. They often don’t feel the full extent of their injuries until after the immediate threat has passed. Their nervous system floods them with endorphins and other chemicals that basically say, ‘we’ll deal with this later, right now we need to survive.’”
“Like…when a player finishes a shift with a broken finger and only notices when he pulls his glove off,” Yuna said quietly.
“Exactly,” Girard said.
Shane stared at her.
“So… what does that have to do with me?”
“Well,” Girard said. “You’ve been under significant stress for a long time. Pre-existing anxiety coupled with high-level athletic pressure. Then this 34-week Pregnancy surprise on top of that, which has been a constant acute stressor. For the last week and a half, you’ve been in emergency mode. What I think may be happening now is that as you’ve begun to process the fact that you’re not in immediate, life-threatening danger,” she ticked off points on her fingers “ your baby looks okay, you’re being monitored, there’s a plan, your nervous system is shifting out of fight-or-flight a little. And as that happens, your baseline pain perception comes back online.”
“So I feel worse because I… feel safer,” Shane said dubiously.
“Partly, yes,” she said. “As you’ve started to get answers, as we’ve checked on your baby and you’ve seen that she’s okay, your nervous system has slowly stepped down from that initial shock. Some of what you’re experiencing is your body coming out of that acute stress and letting you feel what was already there in the first place.” 
Shane swallowed.
“So I’m… okay,” he said cautiously.
“Even if I feel worse.”
“You’re… pregnant,” she said bluntly. “High-risk, yes. Tired, yes. Not having a fun time, clearly. But your body is doing what we expect a body in your situation to do. Your job is to rest, to listen when something feels off in a new way, bleeding, fluid leakage, regular painful contractions, severe headaches, and to keep coming in so we can keep an eye on both of you.”
Shane let the words sink in.
Not broken.
Not failing.
Just… officially, undeniably, miserably pregnant.
“Is there anything we can do,” Yuna asked calmly, “to help with the anemia? The fatigue? He was already on iron.”
“Yes,” Girard said. “I’m going to bump your iron dose slightly, Shane, and add a B12 supplement. We’ll repeat your labs this week to make sure you’re absorbing properly. I’d also like you to increase your hydration if you can tolerate it, that will help with your blood volume and dizziness. And I’d strongly, strongly encourage you to embrace naps.”
“Gross,” he muttered.
“In terms of pain,” she continued, “you can use heat on your back and hips, gentle stretching, short walks as tolerated. No heroics. If we need to, we can refer you to a prenatal physio for some pelvic support work. As for sleep…” She grimaced sympathetically. “I wish I had a magic pill. Unfortunately, most of this is just… the third trimester. The end is not comfortable, even in planned pregnancies.”
“How close is ‘the end’ in my case?” he asked tightly.
“You’re thirty-five weeks by our best estimate,” she said. “We’d like you to get to at least thirty-seven. At that point, if your body decides it’s time to go into labor, we won’t try to stop it unless there’s a compelling reason. Until then, we’re watching for signs of preterm labor, preeclampsia, any sudden changes.”
She ticked them off: headaches that didn’t respond to Tylenol, vision changes, right upper quadrant pain, sudden swelling in his face or hands, regular contractions every five minutes that didn’t ease with rest.
“Braxton Hicks contractions,” she added, “are very common right now. Practice contractions. They’ll feel like tightening, like a band squeezing across your abdomen, sometimes with a little pain, but they tend to be irregular and go away with rest or hydration. Real labor contractions will come in a pattern and get progressively stronger.”
He listened, heart pounding, trying to file it all away.
He could feel Yuna’s steady presence at his shoulder, absorbing the information too.
Shane let out a slow breath.
“Okay,” he said.
“Okay?” she checked.
“Okay,” he said, because arguing with her wouldn’t fix anything. “Okay.”
“Good,” she said. “We’ll see you back next week for another NST. In the meantime, I want you on the couch more than off. Let other people do the heavy lifting. That includes emotional lifting, by the way.”
He made a face.
Girard grabbed the printed pictures from the ultrasound, one where the thumb was clearly, unmistakably hovering near the tiny, blurry mouth, and handed it to him.
“Show this to your husband,” she said. “He’ll like it.”
Yuna took the photos reverently.
Shane blinked at the image, at the ghostly arc of spine, the round skull, the little hand.
“Yeah,” he said quietly. “He will.”
---
The car felt smaller on the way home.
Shane sat with his seat reclined a notch, the belt still dragging uncomfortably across his lap, water bottle clutched in one hand, new ultrasound pictures in the other.
The grainy image of a baby with her hand near her mouth stared back at him.
“She’s really sucking her thumb,” Yuna said for the third time, glancing over during a red light. “I can’t believe they can see that.”
“It’s weird,” he said, but there was no heat in it.
He traced the outline of the little arm with his thumb.
Somewhere under his ribs, that same arm existed in color and motion.
“She’s okay,” Yuna said softly. “You heard her.”
“I know,” he said.
“And you’re okay,” she added.
Shane made a doubtful noise.
“Relatively,” she amended. “You’re… explainably miserable. There’s a difference.”
He smirked despite himself.
“Do you want the AC up?” Yuna asked, adjusting the vents on her side. “You look flushed.”
“I’m fine,” he said automatically.
Which was, of course, the exact moment his abdomen clenched.
It started as a tightening, low and deep.
Then it spread.
A band of pressure wrapped around his middle, front to back, squeezing. It wasn’t a sharp stabbing pain. It was worse, in a way. A deep, muscular clench that stole his breath.
He gasped.
The ultrasound pictures slipped from his fingers to the floor.
Yuna’s head snapped toward him before swinging back to the road.
“Shane? What is it?”
He couldn’t answer for a second. Everything from his ribs to his pelvis had gone rigid. The muscles under his hands felt hard like a rock. Shane grabbed the door handle with one hand and braced the other against the dash, folding forward instinctively.
“I- ” he panted. “Ow. Ow, okay, this- this is- Ow-”
The car swerved as Yuna signaled and pulled sharply onto the shoulder of the road.
She threw it into park and turned fully toward him.
“Okay,” Yuna said, calm and brisk. “Breathe, honey.”
“I am fucking breathing,” he snapped, because he definitely wasn’t.
He couldn’t get enough air. His lungs hit a wall halfway down.
His diaphragm felt like it had been caught in a vice.
His heart rate spiked, pounding in his ears.
“Look at me,” Yuna said.
He tried.
His eyes were watering.
He couldn’t focus on anything long enough.
Yuna put one hand on his shoulder, the other over his hand on his stomach. Under his palm, everything was rock-hard.
“Look at me Shane,” Yuna repeated. 
He forced his eyes open. Her face came into focus, close and steady. Her face was lined with worry, but her hands were steady as she reached over to rest one lightly on his forearm. 
“Shane. Listen to me. This is probably Braxton Hicks,” she said. “Practice contractions. Dr. Girard told us about them. Remember?”
 “This hurts.” Shane hissed, only half understanding Yuna’s words.
“I know,” she said. “But I need you to keep breathing while it does.”
He clung to the rhythm of her voice.
In. Two. Three. Out. Two. Three.
At what must’ve been around the sixty-second mark, the grip around his middle slowly, grudgingly, began to ease. His muscles released in increments, like someone letting go of a tightened strap notch by notch.
He sucked in a bigger breath and almost sobbed with relief.
“Oh my God,” he wheezed. “What the fuck was that?”
“Contraction,” Yuna said. “Most likely.”
“This is practice?” He stared at her, incredulous. “Practice fucking sucks.”
“I know,” she said again. “You did well.”
Shane made a small, unhappy noise.
“Do you want to go back?” Yuna asked.
“We’re closer to home than to the hospital, but we can always turn around.”
He did a quick mental inventory.
His stomach felt normally heavy and sore.
No fluid. No blood. No second wave.
“I think I’m okay,” he said, though his hands were still shaking. “I don’t want to go back in there today. I’ll call if it happens again, okay?”
“Okay. If it happens again, we’ll time them,” she said.
“If they get regular or stronger, we go back. Until then… we breathe.”
He sagged further into the seat, sweat cooling on his forehead.
“Fuck,” he said quietly.
“I know,” she said. “I’m sorry.”
Shane swallowed. 
“Please don’t tell Ilya,” he muttered, “He’s going to freak.” 
“I will tell him exactly what the doctor told you,” she said as she reached down to grab the fallen photos at Shane’s feet and place them atop the console, “That this is normal. That your body’s practicing. That if anything changes, we’ll be on it.”
“And also that it hurts like a bitch,” he said.
“That part he’ll figure out when you break his fingers in the delivery room,” she said calmly, signaling and pulling back into traffic.
He made a choking noise that might have been a laugh.
“Water.” Yuna reached into the console for the bottle and handed it over. “Small sips.”
He did as instructed. His hands finally stopped trembling somewhere between the second and third stoplight. 
By the time they were driving down Shane's street, the memory of the contraction had settled into something he knew was going to haunt him later when he had to consider doing that over and over on purpose.
He tried not to think about it.
---
By the time they pulled into his driveway, the cramps had faded to a low, sulky simmer.
His muscles felt wrung out.
His brain did too.
He was exhausted just walking up the front steps.
The front door opened before they could unlock it.
Ilya filled the doorway, still in a t-shirt and sweats, hair damp from a post-practice shower, expression tight.
“You are back,” he said.
“Hi,” Yuna said. “I brought your husband home in one piece.”
Ilya’s eyes snapped to Shane and did a full inventory in half a second, then stepped back to let them in. “How was appointment?” he asked, closing the door behind them.
“Baby’s fine,” Shane said, kicking off his shoes with difficulty. 
“And look,” Yuna said, rummaging in her purse. “We brought you something.”
She pulled out the glossy printout.
Ilya took it carefully, like it was made of spun glass.
His eyes focused, then widened.
For a second, he didn’t say anything.
His mouth fell open just a fraction.
His thumb smoothed over the glossy edge of the picture.
“Is that-” he started, then stopped, squinting.
“Her thumb,” Shane said.
Ilya’s throat worked. “She is… sucking her thumb,” he said, very softly.
“Apparently,” Shane said.
Ilya stared like someone had handed him a piece of the moon.
His whole face softened. 
“This is like in movies,” he murmured, “Little baby on screen. Sucking thumb. This is… real thing that happens.”
Shane’s chest did that painful twist again.
“She is perfect,” Ilya said, more to himself than to anyone else. He reached out blindly with his free hand and found Shane’s fingers, gripping them.
Shane let their hands tangle.
“For real,” Ilya said, still staring at the photo like it might move if he blinked. “Everything okay? No… problems?”
“Doctor thinks she’s okay,” Shane said, partly to reassure himself. “Heart, brain, all that. She’s smallish but still on her curve. Blood flow looks good.”
“And you?” Ilya asked, finally dragging his gaze away from the picture to look at Shane.
“I’m… medically okay,” he said. “Miserable, but okay. Her words, more or less.”
He tried to say it lightly, but it came out raw.
“We talked about the anemia,” Yuna said. “They’re adjusting his iron, talking about diet. His blood pressure is a little high, not in the danger zone. She thinks a lot of his new symptoms are… third trimester plus his body catching up to what it’s been doing.”
“Catching up?” Ilya frowned.
“Apparently my brain was too busy freaking out to register half the physical crap,” Shane said, “Now that we know she’s okay, it stopped… muting things as much. So I feel like garbage.”
Ilya’s jaw worked.
“And,” Yuna added, “he had his first Braxton Hicks on the highway.”
Ilya’s head whipped around so fast Shane thought he might give himself whiplash.
“You what?” he demanded.
“It was one,” Yuna said calmly. “One contraction. It went away. No pattern, no bleeding, no nothing. We pulled over. He breathed through it. He hated it. It stopped. He’s fine.”
Ilya didn’t seem to register a single word Yuna was saying. 
“You had… contractions?” he questioned, alarm spiking.
“A fake one,” Shane said quickly. “Dr. Girard literally told us about them an hour before it happened. Mom recognized what it was. They hurt like hell but they stopped. No pattern, no other signs. I am not in labor. You can stop making that face.”
Ilya crossed the distance between them in three strides, free hand already reaching.
Shane braced for a lecture and was surprised when Ilya just put both hands on his shoulders and looked him over like he was checking for bruises after a big hit.
“Are you okay now?” he asked, “Any more? Since then?”
“No,” Shane said. “Just the one. It sucked.”
Ilya looked like he wanted to fight something he could hit.
Contractions were unfortunately not that thing.
“Do you want to lie down?” Ilya asked. “You look like… dead man.”
“Wow,” Shane said. “Keep the compliments coming.”
He did, unfortunately, want to lie down.
His legs had that hollow, post-bag-skate shake to them. His lower back ached in a mean, grinding way. Even his ribs felt tired.
“Yeah,” he admitted. “I guess.”
“I’m going to head home,” Yuna said, glancing between them, “Text me if you need anything. I’ll come by tomorrow to help with… whatever needs doing.”
“Thanks, Mom,” Shane said.
She kissed his cheek, then leaned in and kissed Ilya’s too, the way she did now like it was the most natural thing in the world.
“You did good today,” she said quietly, to both of them. “Rest.”
Then she was gone, the front door closing with a soft click.
The house exhaled.
Without her, the quiet felt bigger.
Not empty exactly. Just… less supervised.
“Come,” Ilya said gently, touching Shane’s elbow. “Bed.”
The walk down the hall and up the stairs felt longer than usual. By the time Shane made it to their room and sank down onto the edge of the mattress, he felt like he’d played two periods and then gone straight into a bag skate with a weight vest on.
He slumped forward, elbows on his knees for a second, catching his breath.
It was only when he flopped back and stared at the ceiling that he realized Ilya was still holding the ultrasound printout. He’d kept it in his hand the whole time, the glossy strip slightly crumpled at the edges where his fingers had pressed.
“Give me that,” Shane said, reaching out.
“No,” Ilya said serenely, climbing over him to the far side of the bed. “Is mine now. You hold her inside, I hold this.”
Shane flipped him off, then winced as his shoulder twinged.
He rolled carefully onto his side, one arm curling automatically over his stomach. It was becoming a reflex now; he didn’t know if he hated that or not.
The mattress dipped as Ilya lay down beside him, back against the headboard. A warm hand found Shane’s shoulder, tugging gently until Shane let his head be guided into Ilya’s lap.
One arm tucked protectively over his middle.
Knees drawn up just enough to take the pull off his hips.
Ilya settled back against the headboard, one hand carding automatically through Shane’s hair, slow and steady, the other resting warm and solid over Shane’s wrist.
The ultrasound strip lay on the blanket beside them, within easy reach.
For a while, neither of them said anything.
The silence wasn’t empty, not exactly. It was full of little sounds, Shane’s uneven breathing, the distant murmur of traffic outside, the faint crinkle of the paper when Ilya’s fingers brushed against it.
“So,” Ilya said finally, picking up the strip again and holding it where he could see it without jostling Shane. He studied it like he was trying to memorize every blur and smudge. “Our little thumb-sucker.”
Shane twisted just enough to glare up at him.
“Don’t you start,” he said. “That’s not sticking.”
“Yes it is,” Ilya said mildly. “Is very accurate. Look.” He tipped the photo so Shane could see. “Hand in mouth. Obviously she is like you. Always something in mouth. Water bottle. Mouth guard. Whining.”
Shane made a noise that was almost a laugh, almost a groan, and let his eyes drift shut.
For a few heartbeats, they just breathed.
He could feel Ilya’s fingers in his hair, slow, steady strokes that scraped gently over his scalp. The weight of Ilya’s palm over his wrist. The distant tick of the clock in the hallway.
“Hey,” Shane said, barely above a whisper, eyes closed. “No thumb-sucker nicknames. We’ll give her something good. When we meet her.”
“Something perfect,” Ilya agreed. “For her. For us. For this family.”
“You’re ridiculous,” Shane murmured.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “And you love me.”
“Unfortunately,” Shane said, but his fingers squeezed around Ilya’s.
Ilya bent and pressed his mouth into Shane’s hair.
“We will be okay,” he said again, softer this time. “You, me, and little… whatever-her-name-will-be.”
Shane, for once, didn’t argue. He didn’t say, ‘You don’t know that,’ or, ‘You can’t promise that,’ the way he might have eleven days ago.
He just lay there and let the words sit between them. Let the weight of Ilya’s hand on his wrist anchor him to the mattress instead of the next appointment, the next contraction, the next worst-case scenario his brain tried to sprint toward.
The pain in his back still throbbed.
His hips still ached.
But under all of that, threaded through the exhaustion and the anger and the fear, there was something else that hadn’t been there before. Or hadn’t been loud enough to hear.
His daughter, thumb in her mouth on a grainy printout.
His husband, holding that picture like it was a trophy.
His own body, traitorous and miraculous at the same time, finally loud enough that he couldn’t ignore what it was doing anymore.
For the first time since the word pregnant had jammed sideways in his throat, Shane believed, just a little, that okay was not a lie other people told him to make him feel better.
Not a clean, easy, storybook okay.
Not a straight line back to the ice.
One small thing at a time.
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  Ilya woke up to the sound of his husband trying to breathe.
Not the regular kind of breathing. Shane’s normal soft, open-mouthed, softly-snore-on-cold-nights kind of breathing when he was really asleep. This was thinner. Faster. Catching halfway in his chest on something like someone had put a hand there and squeezed tight. 
It took his brain a second to claw its way out of sleep.

The clock on the nightstand glowed an accusing 2:42 a.m.

Ilya went from foggy to alert in a heartbeat.
“Shane?” he asked, voice rough.
Shane didn’t answer.
He was on his side with his back turned toward Ilya, his body curved inward around the swell of his stomach. His shoulders were tight, almost hunched, held up near his ears, and his arms were locked around his middle. Even in the dim light from the hallway, Ilya could see the sweat dampening the back of Shane’s neck in a slick, clammy way that didn’t match the cool room.
“Shane,” Ilya said again, sharper.
Shane sucked in a breath. “It’s fine,” he ground out, which was, objectively, a terribly told lie. His voice was thin and strained, and the syllables in those two words clipped like he had to slot them into the tiny spaces throughout where the pain let him talk. “It’s just- mmhm- just another-.”
Shane’s words broke off on a low sound that made the hair on Ilya’s arms rise.
“Another-” Ilya pushed himself up on one elbow, leaning over his husband. “Contraction? Is it- Is the baby-”
Shane made a sound that might’ve been a laugh if it wasn’t dragged out of him with pain.
“No,” he managed. “It’s- fake again. I’m sure. It’s-”
Shane’s breath hitched hard. His hands pressed down harder on his stomach again, but for a second slid higher, high up under his ribs, like he could physically hold all of the hurt in long enough to be able to stuff it back beneath the right side of his ribs.
This was the third time Shane was having contractions.
The first time, Ilya hadn’t been there. He’d been at practice. By the time Ilya had found out when they came home, it had already been long over. Shane and Yuna had told the story like it was annoying and mildly embarrassing, and Ilya had nodded and then laid awake that night imagining his husband breathless and white-knuckled with no one but his mother in arm’s reach.
The second time had been yesterday, in the afternoon, while Ilya was at practice again. Yuna had texted him afterwards, calm and factual, just one, we timed it, went away, nothing else, and he’d read it three times on the bench, heartbeat loud in his ears while Bood chirped Dykstra like nothing had changed.
Now, finally, he was here.

Now, finally, he got a front-row seat.
He would have given anything not to.
Ilya’s heart began to hammer within his chest. His hands were already reaching, grabbing for Shane’s shoulder, his hip, anything. If Shane was hurt, if the baby was hurt, Ilya needed to be doing something. 
“What can I do?” Ilya asked, keeping his voice low and as steady as he could. “Please. Tell me.”
“Nothing,” Shane gasped. “You can’t- this is-” His breathing staggered, like his lungs were only getting the shallow top layer of air. His fingers dug into his shirt. “Just- hurts. Fuck, it hurts-”
“I know,” Ilya said uselessly. He didn’t. He had no idea.

He knew what it looked like now. That was bad enough.
“Let me-” Ilya started, reaching for Shane’s shoulder to touch him, to slowly turn Shane to face him, “I can help. I can-”
The second his fingers touched the fabric on Shane’s shoulder, Shane flinched like he’d been shocked. Shane’s skin felt hot through the fabric, a gross fever-hot for no reason Ilya could name.
“Don’t touch me-” Shane flinched, the muscles under Ilya’s hand seizing harder. “Don’t, just- a second, Ilya please- Stop-” His hand shot back blindly, smacking at Ilya’s wrist, pushing his hand away.
Shane wasn’t mean about it. It was almost panicked, like the idea of another touch, another sensation, was too much layered on top of the pain. 
Ilya froze.
His hand hovered uselessly in the air for a second, then drifted back toward his own lap like it had been pushed there. For a second, the world narrowed to that simple push, the way Shane’s palm hit his wrist, hard and frantic, and the way those words felt like they all landed squarely in the center of his chest. 
It felt wrong. Every part of Ilya screamed to do something. 
Rub Shane’s back. Hold his hand.

Fix this. DO SOMETHING. 
But Shane was clenched into himself like a fist, breathing in shallow, furious bursts.
“Okay,” Ilya said immediately, even as something inside him went very still.

“Okay. I won’t. I’m sorry. I won’t. Tell me what to do.”
Shane didn’t answer. He couldn’t.
Shane’s breathing went shallow, then forced deeper, then shallow again. His knuckles were white where his hand gripped his shirt tight against his abdomen. Under his palm, his stomach looked…wrong, somehow. Harder.
Ilya wanted to time the contractions, like the doctor had said. He wanted to grab his phone and start a stopwatch and record data and do something that made this less like helpless waiting.
But he couldn’t move. He couldn’t take his eyes off Shane’s face. He could only watch.
Ilya saw the contraction end before Shane said anything, in the way his shoulders dropped half an inch, the way his hands loosened. But Shane didn’t look better. He looked wrung-out, blinking like his eyes couldn’t quite focus on one point.
“Fuck,” Shane whispered, voice hoarse.
“Is it done?” Ilya asked.
“For now,” Shane muttered.
Carefully, like the movement might break something, Shane rolled a few inches onto his back. His face was damp, his hair plastered to his forehead. In the faint light from the window, his skin looked almost grey.
Guilt punched Ilya in the chest.
“I am sorry,” he said. He didn’t know what for exactly. For not being here for the first two contractions the past few days. For not knowing what to do. For just sitting here, simply breathing while Shane’s body tried to turn itself inside out.
“Can I touch you now?” Ilya asked, feeling stupid and uncharacteristically insecure.
Shane’s mouth twitched.
“Yeah,” he said hoarsely. “Now’s okay.”
Ilya eased closer, moving like Shane was made of glass as he slid an arm around him and let Shane choose how much pressure he could tolerate. Shane rolled in, slow and stiff, head tucking under Ilya’s chin.
Ilya laid a hand over Shane’s middle, palm splayed over the faint curve that still felt like a secret.
Ilya’s hand trembled.
“I’m sorry I pushed you,” Shane said abruptly.
Ilya blinked. “You did not push,” he said. “You just… needed space.”
“I still pushed you,” Shane insisted. “You were just- there, and everything hurt, and it felt like if you touched me I’d… break open. Or scream. Or both. I needed… everything to be smaller. So it was easier to deal with. Just for a minute. I just needed space.”
“I know,” Ilya said, and he did.
He’d seen that look before. The too-much look. The one Shane got when crowds pressed too close, when cameras flashed too bright, when words piled up around him until there was no room for air.
It still stung.
“I’m not mad,” Ilya added, because it seemed important to say. “I just… want to help. I don’t like watching you hurt from far away.”
Shane’s hand reached forward to land atop Ilya’s hand on his stomach, squeezing once. Ilya quietly noticed how Shane’s fingers felt warmer than they should, still a little puffy at the joints.
“I know,” he said. “I just… it’s not you. It just… hurts.”
“I hate it,” Ilya said.
“I know,” Shane replied. “Me too.”
They lay there until Shane’s breathing evened out again, until his weight went heavy with exhausted sleep. Ilya did not close his eyes.
He stared into the darkness, listening for every change in Shane’s breathing, every small noise, every shift.
He waited for the next one.
It didn’t come.
---
By the time the sky turned fully bright, Shane was already pretending none of it had happened.
Ilya hadn’t slept properly. Not really. He’d dozed in short bursts, his body refusing to fully give in, still braced for the next contraction, the next emergency, the next thing he wouldn’t be able to fix.
Shane, somehow, was actually coherently awake before him.
Not awake like normal Shane, already keyed up, already annoyed at the concept of rest, already mentally running through a checklist. This Shane was slow. Heavy-eyed. Pressing his fingers into his temples. Moving like he had to drag himself up out of gravity.
This wasn’t supposed to hurt. Ilya knew that. He knew that if anyone had asked him, he would’ve repeated what Shane had said: I just needed space, it’s not you.
His body hadn’t gotten the memo.
It hummed under his skin now, a low, constant static as he watched Shane sit on the edge of the bed, shoulders slumped, wearing one of Ilya’s t-shirts like armor.
Ilya blinked himself awake, heart immediately punching against his ribs.

“How are you?” he asked before he could even fully sit up.
Shane didn’t look at him.

“Fine,” he said.
Ilya felt something inside him tighten.
“Do not say ‘fine’ like that,” Ilya said, voice rough. “You were not fine at three in morning.”
Shane’s jaw worked. His throat bobbed.

“It was just Braxton Hicks,” he said, flat. “It stopped like, hours ago, Ilya. Please calm down.”
“I am calm,” Ilya lied.
He was not at all calm. He had not been calm since the ultrasound showed him a blurry baby hand in his daughter’s mouth. Since the first doctors appointment when they hadn’t even known Shane was pregnant. Since the first time he noticed Shane was more tired than usual.
“So,” Shane said, in a voice that tried for casual and missed. “You’re playing tonight.”
Ilya blinked. “No.”
Shane’s eyebrows drew together immediately with an almost palpable confusion.
“Yes,” Shane said, certain.
Tonight was the Centaurs’ first preseason game. Not that it mattered. Preseason games were for rookies and call-ups and guys on the bubble. Veterans skated in practice, they were present in the locker room, but they didn’t start playing until the season was around a week from starting. Definitely not in the first week. 
Ilya had assumed he would go to the rink, do morning skate with the group that was playing, and if Shane kicked him out of the house again, he’d sit in the press box with the other veterans.
He had not assumed he would dress to play in the actual game.
“Pre-season is for babies.”  Ilya said simply. “I do not need to play tonight. I want to be here with you.”
“You can want that,” Shane said. “And you also have to go to work.”
“I am captain,” Ilya said. “Is preseason, not Stanley Cup Final. All of the rookies get to score on their own for one night.”
Shane turned to look at Ilya over his shoulder, his cheeks flushed with frustration.
“What are you going to do?” he demanded. “Sit here and watch me nap?”
“I can watch more than nap,” Ilya said, stung. “I can… cook. Clean. Help with… baby things. We still need to install car seat. Maybe we can talk about baby names. I know you have a list, I started- ”
“There is nothing you can do that can’t be done tomorrow,” Shane said, cutting him off. “Or by my parents. Or by me while you’re gone. It’s one stupid preseason game, Ilya. You should play.”
“I do not want-” Ilya began.
“I don’t care,” Shane cut in, sharper than before. “You have a game. That’s your job.”
“My job,” Ilya repeated slowly, “is also to take care of you.”
“And you are,” Shane said, a little too loud. “You are taking care of me by not hovering over me like I’m going to spontaneously go into labor if I’m alone for three hours.”
“I do not hover,” Ilya protested.
“Bullshit,” Shane said, then scrubbed a hand over his face. “Look, Ilya. I feel…” He trailed off, flattened his palm over his middle for a second like he could press the words into himself before they came out. “I feel gross. I feel… bad. But, I really, really do not want you missing games to watch me be pathetic on the couch. I want you to go play hockey because one of us should get to do the thing our bodies are actually meant to be good at right now.”
Ilya held his gaze for a heartbeat, then dropped it to Shane’s hands.
His wedding ring cut a sharp line into the skin of his finger, indent deeper than usual. There was an almost imperceptible puffiness around his eyes that hadn’t been there a week ago.

He looked bad.
He also looked beautiful, because he was Shane, because Ilya’s brain was insistent in that way, but he also looked bad. Puffy and pale with blotchy spots high on his cheekbones where his skin always flushed when his blood pressure was up.
“Shane, your body is doing something incredible,” Ilya said automatically, “You are growing-”
“Ilya.” Shane snapped.
“...I do not want to make you feel worse,” Ilya said.
“Well, too late,” Shane said, then winced. “Fuck. Sorry. I just… want you to go. Please. For me.”
The please landed like a weight.
Ilya knew that tone. He’d heard it before, years ago, when they were still sneaking around in hotels, when Shane had said “Please don’t pick a fight with that reporter, I can’t defend you publicly,” and “Please don’t be seen leaving my house, I’m not ready,” and “Please, can we not tell anyone yet, I don’t have the energy to hold that up as well.”
Back then, Ilya had swallowed his own wants because Shane’s fear had been louder.

This felt like that, all over again, just inverted.
Now it wasn’t shame or homophobia; it was an exhausted, terrified man in a body he recognized less every day, clinging to the one piece of normal he could still imagine.
Ilya’s chest ached.

“Okay,” he said quietly.
Shane blinked. “Okay?”
“I will go,” Ilya said. Each word felt heavy. “I will go to practice. I will tell Wiebe I want to play.”
Relief flickered across Shane’s face, tangled up with something else. Guilt, probably. It always came as a pair.
“Thank you,” he said, voice low.

He leaned over, slow and stiff, and pressed his mouth to Ilya’s.
It was a careful kiss, all chapped lips and tension and morning breath, but Ilya still felt the tremor in Shane’s jaw when their mouths met.
Shane pulled back first. His pupils were big around the edges.
“You’ll be great,” he said, and there it was again, that invisible pressure: be great, so I don’t feel like I’ve ruined everything. “Score a goal or something. Do something cool so I don’t feel like my absence is a total disaster.”
He was trying. Ilya could see it: the forced levity, the way he was shoving his own fear down under all of it. 
It was either let him or start a fight they didn’t have time to finish before he had to leave for the rink.
Ilya watched him for a heartbeat more, then stood and started to grab his clothes for practice. 
As he stepped into their bathroom, he could still feel the ghost of Shane’s hand jerking away from his in the dark. It sat in his chest like a stone, heavy and cold.
He carried it all the way to the rink.
---
Practice was good. Really good, even. The skate was sharp. The baby rookies buzzed. The veterans who were practicing snapped passes tape-to-tape like they’d never left. The sound of skates and pucks and voices bounced around the practice rink like normal.
It all felt…wrongly normal.
Ilya did the things he was supposed to do. He ran the drills, he called out adjustments, he knocked a puck off Barret’s stick at the blue line and chirped him about soft hands. His body did it, anyway. His brain kept snagging on 2:42 a.m., on the sound Shane had made when the contraction peaked, on the way his hand had shoved Ilya’s away without looking.
By the time Wiebe blew the final whistle, Ilya’s legs had that good burn he normally loved.

It didn’t touch the other kind of burn behind his ribs
Ilya started toward the tunnel on autopilot, stick slung over his shoulder, sweat cooling down his neck. Bood fell into step beside him, flipping his helmet in his hands.
“You good for tonight, Roz?” he asked casually. “Still thinking about playing?”
Ilya hesitated for half a second too long.
“Yes,” he said. It came out flat. “I am… ready.”
“Mmhm,” Bood said, noncommittal.
In the room, the post-skate chaos swallowed them for a minute. Ilya went through the motions. He racked his stick, stripped his gear, dumped most of it in the big laundry cart. The shower was hot and quick, more to get the sweat off than anything. By the time he padded back toward his stall in a towel, the room smelled like steam and soap and the rubbery tang of new equipment.
His phone, buried in his coat pocket, stayed blessedly silent.

No texts from Yuna or David. No missed calls.

It didn’t make him feel better. It just made the buzzing in his chest louder.
He should be thinking about matchups. About the rookie centerman they were dressing, about which wingers would need extra support. About…anything besides how grey Shane’s skin had looked in the weak morning light.
A shadow fell across his knees.

“Hey,” Bood said, low. “You got a minute?”
Ilya’s first instinct was to say no.
Not because he didn’t like Bood. He really did. Bood was great. Bood was the kind of teammate who noticed when you were eating like shit and quietly shoved a container of real, legit food into your locker without making it a thing. He was the kind of guy who remembered everyone’s kid’s names and made rookies feel like they were allowed to exist in the room.
Which was exactly why Ilya’s chest tightened. Because Bood noticed things.

And right now, Ilya felt like one big walking thing to be noticed.
“I have minute,” Ilya said anyway, because saying no would have been a different kind of noticeable.
Bood nodded once and led him down the hall.
The player lounge was quiet, the lights dimmed to a soft yellow. Someone had left a pot of coffee on the counter that smelled burnt and sad. The TV on the wall was muted, some ESPN sports panel scrolling across the bottom with preseason lines and smiling headshots.
Bood shut the door behind them like he was sealing them away from the rink and everyone in it.
Ilya’s skin prickled. He wracked his brain for reasons to leave the room before this conversation even started. 
Bood didn’t sit right away. He leaned back against the counter with his arms crossed, weight on one hip. He looked like he was trying to decide how to say something without stepping on a landmine.
Which, unfortunately, meant he already thought there was a landmine.
“So,” Bood said finally, careful. “I have to ask. And I’m not trying to pry, I just… I’ve been watching you all week. You’ve been-” he made a vague gesture, searching, “-a little… off. And Hollander’s not here. And the media’s on your ass. And you’re smiling through it, but it’s that stupid captain smile you do.”
Ilya swallowed hard. The words thudded against his chest like a hit.
“And from the outside?” Bood continued, “It looks like you’re throwing yourself into hockey and… not going home.”
Bood stared at him with the kind of patience that made Ilya itch to throw something at him.
“So I have to ask,” Bood said cautiously. “Are you and Hollander…like, okay?”

He trailed off, leaving the question hanging.
Ilya’s brows pulled together. “What?” He managed, though it still felt as if the words scratched his throat on the way up.
“I’m just… worried,” he said. “That you’re, maybe… avoiding being home? And I totally get why, if that’s what’s happening. Like, if it’s hard for you to be around him when he’s not… himself. When he's injured. But I want to be sure you’re not leaving him alone in something he needs you for, you know? And I also want to make sure you’re not drowning solo in something you won’t let anyone see.”
The image, that he was leaving Shane alone, that he was the one deciding to leave every morning... It was so backwards, so violently at odds with reality, that Ilya made some gross-sounding noise somewhere between a bark and a cough.
“No,” Ilya said. “No, no, this is… you have the opposite-”
Ilya's words were cut off with a loud laugh. 
He couldn’t help it.
It ripped out of him, all harsh and sharp and sudden.
The look on Bood’s face, the a mix of confusion and concern, just made it worse.
Ilya couldn't stop laughing until his sides hurt, until there were actual spots of light at the edge of his vision and Ilya wasn't sure if he was going to pass out or not.
The laugh broke on the next exhale.

Turned, mid-breath, into a choke.
Bood took a step closer, brows knit.
“Okay,” Bood said, gentler now, “Roz, dude. Breathe, man, jesus.”
Ilya tried. His exhale came out as another laugh and then, without warning, it caught on something sharp. His throat tightened. The next breath stuttered. And then his face betrayed him.
Heat pricked behind his eyes like someone had flicked a match there. His vision blurred. His mouth twisted, horrified, because he could feel it happening and he couldn’t stop it.
“Shit,” Ilya said, voice suddenly wrecked.
Bood’s expression shifted instantly from concern to alarm.
“Whoa,” he said, hands coming up like he didn’t know if he was allowed to touch.

“Hey, hey. It’s okay. Whatever it is, it’s like- totally fine dude.”
Ilya shook his head, too sharp, like that could shake the tears back into his skull. It didn’t work. One slipped out anyway, hot and humiliating, trailing down the side of his face. Then another.
Ilya swiped at his cheek with the heel of his hand like he could erase the evidence. Bood stared at him like he’d just watched a statue crack.
“I am not- ” Ilya started, and his voice broke on the last word.

That made it worse.
Bood’s mouth opened and closed. He moved toward the small couch in the corner and patted the cushion once, an invitation without pressure.
“Sit,” he said quietly. 
Ilya’s pride tried to keep him standing. His body ignored it. His legs felt suddenly wrong, like they didn’t belong to him. He lowered himself onto the couch, elbows braced on his knees, head bowed. His hands clasped together so tight his fingers hurt.
He breathed in. It shook.

He breathed out. It shook too.
Bood sat in the chair opposite him, not too close, knees spread, forearms resting on his thighs. He looked like he was trying to be present without crowding.
Silence stretched. Bood waited. Patient. Not pushing.

But the concern in his face didn’t move.
Ilya had promised himself he wouldn’t do this anymore. Not alone. Not in his head, turning it over and over until it wore grooves. He had sat in that locker room all week and swallowed overwhelming panic like it was part of his usual uniform. He had smiled at rookies and answered reporters and told everyone, trust us, he’s stable, he’s getting care, all while his brain kept flashing the image of Shane alone with Ilya nowhere nearby, sweating, breath caught on pain, whispering it’s fine like a prayer.
Ilya lifted his head.
Bood was still watching him. No judgment. Just… there.
Ilya’s throat burned.

Then he said it, because if he didn’t, he was going to explode.
“Pregnant,” Ilya said. The word felt huge. It came out raw, like it scraped his throat on the way out. “Shane is pregnant.”
Bood blinked once. Twice.
“Pregnant,” he repeated, and his voice didn’t have the edge other people’s had had. No disbelief, no gross curiosity. Just the careful way you repeat something to make sure you heard it right. “Like… with a baby.”
“Yes,” Ilya said, something desperate in his chest easing a fraction at Bood’s tone. “With baby. Almost thirty-six weeks now. Baby is… high-risk. Shane is high-risk. Whole thing is-” he made a strangled gesture with his hands-“a clusterfuck.”
Bood sat back slowly, lips parted.
“Holy shit,” he said after a second, but it was more awe than anything else.

“Wow. Okay. That is… a lot. That’s a lot, man.”
“Yes,” Ilya said, and now that he’d started, the dam wouldn’t close.
He let the words spill.
“We did not know,” Ilya said. “Not until two weeks ago. Doctor says… cryptic pregnancy.” He said the phrase like it was something he’d memorized but still didn’t quite believe in. “Shane thought he was sick. We both thought he was just, sick. Or tired. And we went to doctor and… surprise. Baby. Thirty-four weeks. They showed us ultrasound and there was…” His throat closed. He forced it open. “A baby was there. Whole time. And we did not know.”
He remembered Shane’s face, white around the edges, the way his hand had gripped the exam table. The sound he’d made when the tech had said the word “baby” like it was something simple. The way his face had crumpled when it met Ilya’s gaze. 
Bood’s expression softened further.

“Jesus,” he murmured. “That’s… that’s some Hallmark Movie shit.”
Ilya huffed something that wasn’t quite a laugh.
“Is horror movie,” he said. “Hallmark is when everyone is happy. This is… messy.” He scrubbed both hands over his face, then let them drop. “He is on LTIR because of this. Whole league thinks it is his head or… I don’t know. I do not know what to do. I go home and I watch him not sleep and I cannot fix anything. And then this morning he says he wants me to play. Like… like I am making things worse by being there.”
He let out a shaky breath and laughed once, humorless.
“So no,” he said. “I am not avoiding home. I am… scared to leave it. Every time I walk out door I feel like I am… daring universe to do something while I am gone.”
“Yeah,” Bood said quietly. “When Milo was on the way? I was a disaster. Total wreck. Cassie was glowing and making Pinterest boards or whatever and I was lying awake at three in the morning convinced if I fell asleep she and the baby would just… stop breathing. And that was with us having months to plan, a very wanted pregnancy, Cassie feeling like crap but, you know, normal crap, and no one questioning my job security, my marriage, my identity, my everything. Man... I can't imagine what it feels like to find out with three weeks’ notice.” 
Ilya swallowed. The inside of his mouth tasted like salt and Gatorade.
“I don’t know how the hell you are still standing on your two feet, man. If it were me,” Bood shook his head, “I don’t know what I would have done. Especially if I didn’t have any of my friends who knew that I needed help.” 
Ilya’s hands tightened together.
“Shane does not want anyone to know,” he said. “He is… he is scared. People already talk about him enough, for being gay, for the trade, for just being Shane fucking Hollander. He doesn’t want to hand them this too. He says if this gets out before baby is here, people will say things and he cannot… he cannot deal with that and carrying the baby at same time.”
“Yeah, okay, that tracks,” Bood said, nodding slowly. “That dude’s got enough on his plate without the entire hockey world doing… whatever the hell they’d do with this.”
“Exactly,” Ilya said, a little helpless. “So he wants to keep circle small. I understand. I agree. But also…” He lifted his hands, then let them drop uselessly to his knees. “I am captain of team. I sit in this room and guys look at me and they think I am… fine. Or they think I am bad teammate who is not with his injured husband. And I cannot say, ‘no, I am just trying not to have panic attack every time my phone buzzes.’”
Bood blew out a slow breath, rubbing a hand over his jaw.
“Roz, dude.” Bood said. “You’re allowed to need people too. Like, you personally.”
Ilya’s gaze dropped to his hands.
“I do not know how to do that,” he said, low. “Ask for help. From… here.” He gestured vaguely toward the locker room. “When Shane and I were a secret, he had his people. Parents. Best friend. I had only him. I did not mind. I would do again. But…” He exhaled, long and rough. “Sometimes my brain thinks that maybe I am… making Shane feel worse like this.”
He looked up, eyes wet. “And then you say you think I am avoiding my sick husband,” he finished. “It feels like I am failing from all sides.”
Bood’s face did something complicated.
“Okay, yeah,” he said. “I’m sorry for that, dude. For even making you think I thought you were bailing on him. That’s… that’s on me. From the outside it looked one way. I wanted to make sure that both you and Hollander were good, but I should’ve known better. You’re the last fucking guy who’d tap out on his husband.”
Ilya’s throat worked. He didn’t trust it enough to answer.
“And- look,” Bood added. “If you guys decide you want to tell more people later? After the baby's here? Whatever you decide on the public side? You will not be alone in this room. You get that, right?”
“I know,” Ilya said.
“Do you?” Bood pressed. “Because I get Shane being scared. The internet is horrible. People are going to have opinions, and most of them will be trash. He’s trying to protect himself, and you, and your kid. I respect the hell out of that. But in here? In this room?” He tapped Ilya's shoulder. “These are your guys. You’re our captain. He’s our teammate. Your kid is going to grow up with, like, twenty-five uncles who are all terrible influences.”
A breath that was almost a laugh came out of Ilya.

“Terrible,” he agreed faintly.
“So for right now, if the deal is ‘no one knows’?” Bood went on, “Fine. We roll with that. You told me, and I swear to God, Roz, this is Fort Knox. That’s it. But you need to bail mid-practice ’cause you get a call? You tell me. I will tell the boys to shut the fuck up and back off.”
“They will ask questions,” Ilya said automatically.
“They’ll probably be fucking stupid ones,” Bood shot back, then sobered. “Point is, you don’t have to white-knuckle this by yourself. You want to play tonight? Cool. You want to sit in the press box and pretend to care about prospects? Cool. You want to go the fuck home and sit on your couch so you don’t jump out of your skin every time your phone buzzes?” He spread his hands. “Also cool.”
Ilya stared at him.
“You think I should go home,” he said slowly. Not a question.
“I think,” Bood said, choosing his words, “that if the only reason you’re playing is ’cause you’re scared of what it looks like if you don’t? That’s a shit reason.” He shrugged. “And… yeah, man. I think you should go home.”
“That is… not very team-first answer,” Ilya pointed out, a little weakly.
“Buddy, your most important team right now includes the guy on your couch and the baby in his stomach,” Bood said. “You skipping the first September preseason game so you can be there if he needs you? That’s team-first as hell.”
Ilya blew out a breath that trembled less than the last one.
“You are good friend,” he said roughly.
“I’m trying,” Bood said. “Also I like your husband and I’d prefer if he didn’t die. Purely for selfish reasons, we still need to win a cup.” 
Despite himself, Ilya’s mouth twitched.
“Thank you,” Ilya said again, quieter this time. “For… listening.”
“Anytime,” Bood said. He hesitated, then clapped a hand briefly to Ilya’s shoulder, solid and warm. “Hey, Roz?”
“Yes?”
“You’re doing good,” Bood said simply. “Like, I know it doesn’t feel like it. But you are. He’s lucky as hell you’re his guy. So is that kid.”
The words landed somewhere deep. Ilya didn’t know what to do with them, so he nodded once, sharp.
“I go call coach,” he said.
“Atta boy,” Bood said. 
Ilya left the lounge with his heart still pounding, but the beat felt different now. 
By the time he picked up his phone in his stall, his fingers didn’t shake quite as much.
He scrolled to Wiebe’s number. Pressed call.
When he walked out of the rink twenty minutes later, gear bag over his shoulder, the sky above the parking lot was a clear, sharp blue. And for the first time all day, Ilya let himself walk toward his car without feeling like he was running away.
---
Shane was on the couch when Ilya got back home. He was wearing a Centaurs hoodie that hung a little looser than it had a month ago and the TV across from him was on mute, the pre-game show’s graphics flashing silently across the screen.
He had a notebook on his lap, pen in hand, but clearly was watching the tv instead. His reading glasses slid a little down his nose.
When the door opened, he looked up automatically, a smile already twitching at his mouth.
“There you are,” he said. “I was about to text. How was-”
He trailed off, eyes flicking down to Ilya’s gear bag, then back up.
“I came home,” Ilya said.
Shane’s mouth tightened. “Obviously,” he said. “Is this a drive-by kiss before you go back? You’re cutting it close, but if you run upstairs and get changed to leave like, now, you might still-”
“I am not playing tonight,” Ilya said, his eyes unconsciously moving from Shane across the room, then back to meet his husband’s gaze.
“What?” Shane blinked.

“Why? Did something happen? Are you hurt?”
“No,” Ilya said quickly. “Nothing happened. I am not hurt. I just-”

He gestured vaguely to Shane across the room, “I decide not to play. I called Wiebe. He knows.”
Shane stared. It felt like the air in the room had changed temperature without warning.
“You… what?” he said, slower.
“I am staying home,” Ilya repeated. “With you.”
Shane’s throat went tight.

“You can’t,” he said.
Ilya’s brows drew together.

“I can,” he said mildly. “Coach said is fine. I do not need to be there.”
“You’re...”Shane swallowed, his voice going flat. “I thought- I mean, you literally told me this morning you wanted to dress for the game.”
“I did,” Ilya said. “And then I talked to Bood. And I realized what I actually want is to be here. With you.”
Shane’s shoulders went up, then down, a weird, jerky movement.

“You talked to Bood,” he said carefully.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “After practice. We had a talk.”
Shane’s mouth twitched, but his eyes stayed sharp.
“A talk about what?” he asked.
“About me,” Ilya said. “About you. About how Bood and the rest of our teammates think I am avoiding my sick husband because I am always playing hockey and never home.”
Shane flinched, his eye-contact instinctively dropping as he turned slightly away from Ilya. 
“I told him I am not,” Ilya added quickly. “Avoiding. I am just… scared. And that is different.”
The air between them changed.

“What did you tell him?” Shane asked, quieter now.
Ilya hesitated. He could lie. Say he’d kept it vague.

Say he’d just admitted he was stressed and left it at that.
But he’d promised himself, sitting in that lounge, that he was done with carrying this alone.
“I told him… truth,” he said, feeling the weight of the word. “About you. About baby. About… why you are out. I told him our daughter is coming soon. That she is high-risk. That you are tired and in pain and that I am terrified all the time.”
Shane swallowed.

Why?” he said, fighting the instinct to approach Ilya, “Why would you do that?”
“Because he asked,” Ilya said, softly but firmly. “Because he saw I am not okay and he did not let me say that I was okay and leave. Because he is my friend. And yours. Because I needed someone who is not doctor or parent to tell me I am not failing.”
Shane’s hand drifted, almost unconsciously, to his belly.

“So, they know,” he whispered. “The team. They know.”
“No,” Ilya said quickly. “Just Bood. That is all.”
“That’s not-” Shane said, a little wild. “That’s- that’s one more person. One more person who could spill this. One more-” He broke off, pressing his fingers to his temple like his head hurt.
“It is one more person who can help,” Ilya said. “Who can cover for me when I need to go home. Who can shut down bullshit in room before it starts. Who can be there for the team while I am here with you.”
“I didn’t ask him to do that,” Shane said. 
“I didn’t either,” Ilya said. “Until he offered. Until I realized how much I was… drowning.”

He stepped closer, slowly, giving Shane ample space to pull back.
Shane didn’t move.
“You are allowed to have people,” Ilya said quietly. “So am I. When we were hiding that we were together, your parents knew. Hayden knew. You had… circle. I had you. Only. I did not mind. I would not change it for anything. But now…” He swallowed, the burn behind his eyes returning. “Now I need… more. Just a little. One person who can look at me and say,‘This is fucked up and you are doing your best and it is enough.’”
Shane’s face crumpled a little at that.

“I didn’t…” He shook his head. “I didn’t realize you felt that…alone.”
“I am not alone,” Ilya said immediately. “I have you. I have your parents. I have… our daughter. But they are all… in it with us. I needed someone looking from outside too. Just… to say we are not crazy for feeling this scared.”
Shane stared at him for a long moment.

His eyes looked shinier now, the line between his brows deepening.
“I’m…” he started, then stopped, sucking in a breath that sounded suspiciously like it might hitch. He closed his eyes for a second, pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m glad,” he said finally, voice thin. “I’m glad you have him. I am. I just-” He laughed, a short, humorless sound. “It’s scary. Letting the circle get bigger. Even by one. Even with someone I trust. It feels like… less control.”
“I know,” Ilya said. “I feel same. But we already have no control. Over this.” He nodded at Shane’s middle. “She is coming. Whether we are ready or not. I would rather have… village. Small one. But there.”
Shane took a breath, and then sagged against the back of the couch.
“You staying home feels like…” Shane said slowly, groping. “It feels like proof something is wrong. If you stay, it’s because you’re scared, and I should be more scared. If you leave, it means things are… back to normal. Or as normal as it can be. And I know, logically, that that is bullshit. But my brain is like, ‘If I fuck up his season too, then I really am ruining everything.’”
“You are not ruining anything,” Ilya said fiercely. “You are doing a very impossible amazing thing on very quick stupid schedule.”
He hesitated, then confessed, “When you told me not to touch you last night, I…”
Shane’s head snapped up.
“I did not like,” Ilya said quietly. “I know you did not mean. But it felt like… maybe I was making it worse. Being there.”
“Oh,” Shane said, voice small. “Oh, Ilya. No. No, that’s not… God, no. I just… I couldn’t take anything on my skin for a second. I thought that if anything touched me, I was going to fall out of my own body. It wasn’t you. It was… everything.”
“I know that,” Ilya said. “Here.” He tapped his temple. “But not here.” He pressed his fist lightly against his ribs. “Here it was like… you pushed me away. And this morning, when you said you wanted me to play, it felt like… you wanted me gone. That being at rink was better than being here, useless.”
Shane’s face crumpled properly now.
“I don’t want you gone,” he said, horrified. “I never want you gone. I just… I don’t know how to let you see this without wanting to crawl out of my skin. I don’t know how to be falling apart in front of you. It feels… worse. Because you look at me like that.” He made a helpless gesture at Ilya’s face. “Like I’m… breakable. Like I’m going to disappear if you look away. It scares me.”
“I am scared,” Ilya said. “Of you disappearing.”
“I know,” Shane whispered. “And I’m scared of you watching it happen if I do.”
They stood there, with matching fears, neither sure what to do with them.
“Ilya,” he said.
“Yes?” Ilya’s hands hung open at his sides.
“I’m really sorry,” Shane said quietly. “For last night. I wasn’t… pushing you away, I just… I couldn’t… stand anything touching me on top of what was happening. It wasn’t you.”
“I know,” Ilya said. “My brain knows. My heart needed extra time.”
He allowed himself a small, self-deprecating smile.
“Okay if I touch now?” he asked, because he needed to hear it.
“Yes,” Shane said. “Please.”
The word broke something open in Ilya. A tiny shift, but Shane felt it. The cautious line of his shoulders relaxed, just a little, into something more familiar. He crossed the space between them in two strides and lowered himself onto the couch, careful of where he sat.
“Which way is best?” he asked. “For you. For… her.”
“On my left,” Shane said, automatically. “Doctor said if I lie on my left it’s better for blood flow. And it hurts less. My… right side gets this weird… ache.” He gestured vaguely beneath his ribs. 
Ilya shifted, gentle and deliberate, until he was settled in the corner of the couch. Then he patted his chest. He was warm and solid and shaking just a little.
It took a little maneuvering. His center of gravity was weird. His hips complained.
Ilya adjusted with him, patient, until they found a position that didn’t make Shane want to scream.
Ilya’s arm came around him, careful and warm, hand settling over the gentle swell of his belly.
Not pressing.

Just… there.
Shane exhaled.

Some of the tension in his shoulders seeped out.
“This okay?” Ilya asked softly, breath stirring the hair at his temple.
“Yeah,” Shane said.
He let his hand fall over Ilya’s, their fingers tangling loosely over the curve between them.
His head nestled into the hollow of Ilya’s shoulder.

He could feel every slow, steady beat of Ilya’s heart at his back.
His own heart was going too fast.
“Head still hurts?” Ilya asked after a minute, voice humming through his chest.
“A little,” Shane said. “It’s… fine.”
“Is not,” Ilya said. “You do not get headache for whole day and call it fine. Did Tylenol help?”
“Not really,” Shane admitted.
“Hmm.”
He felt Ilya’s lips press briefly into his hairline, right above his temple.
“We tell doctor,” Ilya murmured. “At next appointment. Or sooner, if it gets worse. Yes?”
Shane hesitated, “If it gets worse.” 
“We mention.” Ilya said. “Just in case.”
His thumb stroked absently across the fabric of Shane’s shirt, tracing an idle pattern.
They lay there in silence for a few minutes, the afternoon light slanting lower, painting the room in soft gold. The muted murmur of the pre-game panel on the TV washed over them, meaningless chatter about line combinations and prospects.
“You remember when we were stupid?” Shane said suddenly.
“More specific,” Ilya murmured. “We are stupid many times.”
“Back when we were… asecret,” Shane said. “When our teams didn’t know. When… no one knew. Not really. Not like this.”
“Your parents knew,” Ilya pointed out.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “And Hayden. People who knew about us. Who were there for me.”
He swallowed.
“You didn’t,” he said. “You were in a completely different place, lying to your roommates and your coach and… everyone. You didn’t have anyone who was just… yours.”
Ilya’s hand tightened slightly over his.
“I had you,” he said.
“Terrible deal.” Shane said. 
“Best deal,” Ilya countered.
He lowered his chin until it rested lightly on the top of Shane’s head.

Shane closed his eyes, throat tight.
“I don’t want this to be like that,” he said. “You shouldn’t have to be the only one who knows how scared you are. I’m glad you told Bood. I-” He exhaled. “And I’m glad you’re… here. Even if it freaks me out. Even if I don’t… always know what to do with you.”
Ilya huffed a small laugh.
“You do not have to ‘do’ anything with me,” he said. “That is kind of whole point. I am here because I want to be. Not because you have to manage me.”
Shane let that sink in.
His body ached.

His head throbbed.
Under his hand, their daughter shifted again, a subtle press against his palm.
“Do you feel that?” Ilya whispered.
“Yeah,” Shane said.
“Good,” Ilya murmured.
He pressed a kiss into Shane’s hair again, lingering a second longer.
“She knows we are here,” he added.
In their living room, on a couch that still smelled faintly like new fabric and old takeout from last night, Ilya held his husband with one hand steady on his chest, the other loose and gentle over the stubborn curve of their daughter.
“Ilya?” Shane murmured, half-asleep already, voice slurring at the edges.
“Yes?”
“Thank you,” Shane said. “For choosing… this. Even when I’m an asshole about it.”
“You are my asshole,” Ilya said, automatic.
Shane huffed out a sleepy laugh.
“I love you,” he added, quieter.
The words rushed warmth through Ilya’s chest.
“I love you too,” Ilya said, and, because it felt right, he bent his head and whispered into Shane’s hair, “Both of you.”
Shane made a small, content noise, more exhale than word, and the last of his weight settled against Ilya, heavy and trusting. 
For a long moment, that was all there was.

And inside, for once, Ilya did not feel like he was hanging on by his fingernails.
He felt… like part of a team.
He was scared. He would probably be scared every day until their daughter was in his arms and screaming and long after that. But he wasn’t alone in it anymore. Not in the room, not in the locker room, not in his own head.
For the first time since everything started, that felt like enough.
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  Shane woke up to the wrong kind of quiet.
Not the good one, where the world felt slow and safe and he could pretend the day didn’t exist for another fifteen minutes under the covers. Not the kind where Ilya was sprawled out next to him, somehow managing to take up almost the entire bed by himself, but still be somehow pressed very gingerly against his husband.
This was the thick kind. The gross cotton-in-his-ears quiet. The kind that made his own breathing sound too loud. His head already hurt before he even registered any part of his surroundings. 
That clock-radio high, behind-the-eyes burn had become familiar in the last week, but this was worse. He was aware of it before he was even fully awake, a dull, pulsing ache that made him want to press his thumbs into his eyeballs until something gave.
He cracked his eyes open instead.
The bedroom was dimmer than it should have been for… whenever it was. Warm light edged around the curtains, grey and thin. Ilya’s side of the bed was empty, blanket shoved back, pillow smashed. It smelled faintly like his shampoo and sweat.
Shane blinked at the alarm clock.
1:07 p.m.
Oh shit. That’s way too late.
He should’ve been up hours ago. He should’ve… something. Done something, right? He couldn’t remember what he was supposed to have done this morning, but he was almost positive it wasn’t this. Wallowing in bed while his family was downstairs, doing… something. At least they were together. At least they were probably doing something better than this. 
His tongue felt coated. The back of his throat tasted metallic and fuzzy.
He swallowed and regretted it.
His whole body felt wrong. Heavy and floaty at the same time, like his skeleton had become a hundred pounds heavier and sunk down but his skin hadn’t gotten the memo. His hands felt… thick. Puffy. Everything hurt.
Not like last week, when everything hurt in a “you did too many squats pushing yourself during your workout and also you’re very pregnant” kind of way. This was… bigger. Somehow, a different kind of flare. His lower back ached in a deep, grinding line. His ribs ached. His right side ached, cramped and hot under his ribs like someone had wedged a knife in there and forgotten to take it out.
Shane lay there on his and Ilya’s bed for another breath, then another, eyes shut, cataloguing.
Headache. Check.
Nausea. Sort of.
Baby…?
He dragged his hand down to his abdomen, palm settling over the curve that still didn’t look big enough to house an entire person. He had a bump, sure, but he knew after seeing Jackie when she was pregnant, Shane knew that it was nowhere near the size of a normal pregnancy belly. Despite this, the skin felt stretched and hot under his fingers.
He waited. Sometimes, lately, if he poked hard enough at his belly, she’d nudge back. A little thump. A roll. The weird, internal goldfish-flop that had gone from alien to… something else.
Now his hand rested there and felt… nothing. Just his own pulse ticking dully against his palm. He poked once more, and winced at the pain underneath his ribs. She didn’t respond. 
“She’s probably asleep,” he muttered, more to the ceiling than anyone else.
His voice sounded wrong too. Slower. Like he was talking through a layer of gauze.
He licked his lips. They felt swollen. Dry. He should get up.
Ilya was home from practice today if it was already 1pm, he remembered that much. His parents were… here. They’d come over after breakfast to help with something. To watch him, maybe? Or maybe that had been yesterday. The timeline blurred.
He had an appointment tomorrow morning. Non-stress test, ultrasound, more blood work. He’d been building his mental “things to tell Dr. Girard” list all week. It seemed so long at this point, he almost felt guilty. He should really write it down at this point, because the list was becoming too long for Shane to sort through inside his head.
Headache. Swelling. That weird right-side ache that had started as a twinge and turned into more of a resident. He had been planning to tell her calmly. Rationally. With normal human sentences. He should probably practice talking out loud before then.
With effort that felt wildly disproportionate to the action, Shane rolled onto his side and pushed himself upright. His vision went grey at the edges for a second and the room tilted, then righted.
“Okay,” he muttered. “Cool.” His baby still didn’t move. He understood why she’d probably want to sleep through this part too. He ignored the little spike of panic that caused and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. 
He sat there a minute, palms on his thighs, breathing carefully around the headache, the ribs, the right-sided cramp, the general sense that his body had been replaced with the shitty demo model. He wondered if his body would ever go back to normal after all of this. The thought that he’d be stuck like this for longer than a month longer, filled Shane with such a dread he felt nauseous. 
Shane could lie back down. Close his eyes. Pretend this was fine.
Downstairs, faintly, he heard the TV. The sounds of commentators in that specific excited-monotone. He heard his mother’s laugh, his father’s lower rumble, the distant clink of dishes. He should go down. If he stayed here too long, Ilya would come up and fuss, and he wasn’t sure he had the energy to reassure anybody.
He was not going to spend the entire day upstairs while his family hovered like vultures. It was only a certain amount of time before someone came up to check on him and it became a whole thing. Shane didn’t have the energy for this to become a thing. 
Shane pushed himself to standing. His knees felt rubbery. His hips protested. His center of gravity had shifted even more since last week, somehow. He waited until the room stopped swaying, then made his slow way to the door, one hand on the wall.
By the time he hit the top of the stairs, he was breathing harder than he wanted to admit. His heart thudded too fast, loud in his ears.
He took the stairs one at a time, gripping the banister. Halfway down he had to stop, one hand on the wall, and pretend he was just… admiring the photos of him and Ilya on their walls. His baby still didn’t move. Shane made it to the bottom of the stairs without falling, which he decided counted as an early win.
In the living room, the TV flickered with a pre-season game. Ilya sat at one end of the couch, foot up on the coffee table, in sweats and a worn Centaurs t-shirt. His hair was still damp from his post-practice shower, curling a little at the ends. Yuna sat at the other end, watching the beginning of the first period with her usual intensity. David occupied the armchair, glasses low on his nose, hockey on but one of his trade magazines open on his knee.
Three heads turned as Shane stepped into the doorway.
“There he is,” Yuna said warmly. “Good afternoon, sleepyhead.”
“Hey, bud,” David added. “How you feeling?”
Ilya’s eyes did the full-body scan thing, quick and sharp.
“You okay?” he asked, already half pushing himself up.
Shane resisted the urge to turn around and go back upstairs.
“Hey,” he said, aiming for casual and landing somewhere closer to hoarse.
“I’m fine. Just… overslept.”
All three sets of eyes did something almost identical. A tiny tightening, a flicker. They all shared a glance that they surely weren’t expecting Shane to not see. 
“Come sit,” Ilya said, already moving the throw pillow from the corner for him. “You want food? Your mom made pasta.”
“Yeah,” Shane said automatically. His stomach disagreed, but they all looked so expectant. “Sure.”
He crossed the room carefully, each step feeling like a negotiation. His body did not want to move. His head throbbed in time with his heartbeat. The room felt a little… floaty. Far away. Like he was walking through it with earplugs in.
He sank onto the couch next to Ilya. The cushions sucked him in, making him feel smaller and heavier at the same time. It took more effort than it should have to scoot back and arrange himself so he didn’t feel like he was tipping over.
Ilya’s hand settled automatically on his knee. Warm. Solid.
Shane looked down at it. The sight made his chest hurt in a different way.
-
Shane’s under the dining room table, and he’s small enough that the chair legs feel like a huge forest around him. The light is yellow and soft and warm, filtered through the tablecloth his mother only likes to use when company comes over, which isn’t every often. His bare legs stick to the vinyl of the faint pattern of fake tiles under his skin. 
He’s holding a metal measuring cup, the largest one-cup one, dented on one side. When he taps it against the floor it makes a satisfying clang. When he puts it over his eye, the world becomes a circle edged in steel. He giggles. 
Above and around him, his parents are talking and cooking in the other room. Oil hisses in a pan. His father laughs. He can’t follow the whole conversation, but he knows the rhythm of their voices enough to feel the comfort they offer anyways.
-
The TV commentators buzzed about, something. Something about the Metros’ penalty kill. Or maybe the Hammerheads’ new rookie winger.
Shane tried to focus on the game. Usually, it was an automatic click.
Hockey on screen, brain tuned in.
-
The tablecloth hangs in front of him like a wall. On this side, underneath the table, it’s quiet. He knows where everything is. His cup in his hand, the other cup sat next to the spoon he’s not supposed to bang against anything but does anyway because he likes the sound. His little pile of Cheerios in a plastic bowl, that he’s slowly placing on the floor and lining the Cheerios up in a neat line. He smiles and then knocks them down one by one with the measuring cup: tap… tap… tap… tap. They roll and spin and sometimes get stuck in the cracks of the floor.
“Where did she go?” his father says, voice smiling.
“She’s under the table again,” his mother answers.
-
Now the players looked… wrong. Small. Far away.
The motion made his eyes water. Was the TV usually this far away? Or was it just… Shane? 
Shane blinked hard. Blinked once more.
-
“Coucou, ma petite poupée,” (“Hey there, my little doll,”) David says. “Qu’est-ce que tu fais là, cachée?”  (“What are you doing there, hiding?” )
Shane doesn’t answer. He presses the cool rim of the cup to his cheek, soft at first and then harder. It leaves a faint ring. He likes the pressure. He likes the way the sound changes when he’s under the table, the echoes softer. Out there there is noise and smell and hot things he’s not supposed to touch. In here is his own small world, bounded and safe.

-
“You should try to eat something, Shane.”
Yuna’s voice interrupted Shane’s thoughts. 
Shane didn’t realize there was food placed in front of him until the sharp smell made Shane come back to the scene in front of him. The pasta smelled like tomato and garlic and cheese. It had been his favorite when he was a kid. Today, the scent hit his nose too strong, making his stomach pitch.
He picked up the fork anyway.
The food on the plate blurred for a second, then focused. His hand looked big next to the fork. The tines shook a little when he lifted it. Or maybe it was just his vision that shook. Or maybe both. 
He twirled a modest pile of noodles and brought them to his mouth.
They tasted… fine. He guessed. The texture felt wrong. Too slippery. Too heavy once he swallowed. The lump of food made its way down his throat in slow motion, hit his stomach, and sat there like a rock.
His head pounded harder.
He took another bite anyway, because his mother was watching out of the corner of her eye and because he knew, intellectually, that he needed calories. Fuel. Whatever.
The second bite turned his stomach more decisively.
He put the fork down, hand shaking.
“Not hungry?” David asked gently.
“Just… give me a minute,” Shane said. “I just woke up, I feel… off.”
“You could have another nap later,” Yuna suggested. “Your body clearly needs rest.”
-
Shane was four years old, perched on a stiff plastic seat at some community rink that smelled like rubber and damp and the kind of hot chocolate that came from a machine. His legs swung, too short to reach the ground. His socks were bunched in his boots; the seam bit into his little toe every time he kicked. Shane kicked his feet harder to try to get rid of the sensation. 
“Look for number ten,” David had said, ruffling his hair through his toque. “White jersey. Red trim. That’s gonna be me, baby girl.”
-
Shane wanted to point out that his body had had nothing but rest for days and it did not seem to be improving its performance, but the words felt mean and he didn’t want to be mean to his mother when she’d just made him pasta.
-
There’d been an alumni game or an old-timers’ league or something that didn’t matter much to Shane. What mattered was this: the slam of the door as players stepped onto the ice, the sudden echoing rush of blades carving into the surface, the scrape and shudder of stops. The sound hit Shane like a physical thing, sank into his bones.
His breath fogged the plexiglass. The game wasn’t even good, it was sloppy, slow, old guys laughing as much as they played, but Shane couldn’t look away. The puck moved and everyone moved with it like a flock of birds, like it was pulling them by invisible strings.
-
Shane’s skin felt too tight.
Somewhere under his hand, his daughter still did not move.
He swallowed, then reached for the water instead. The glass shook a little in his grip. Half of the sip sloshed down his chin. The cold made his teeth ache.
-
“There he is,” Yuna murmured, pointing. “See? Thats your daddy, Shino.”
Number ten in white, shoulders a little hunched, legs still sure.
Shane peers over the boards. The ice is a bright, impossible white. Men in red jerseys with a diagonal McGILL across the chest move too fast for him to track at first, blurs of color and steel, breath puffing in the cold. Every time a player stops, their skates spray up little clouds of ice dust that catch the rink lights and glitter for half a second.
Shane doesn’t really understand the game, but he understands movement. The way the men lean into turns. The way they glide and then suddenly explode forward, powerful and sharp. He understands sound: the echoing crack of a puck off the boards, the hollow boom when someone hits the glass, the shrill of the whistle, his mother’s hands clapping next to his ear.
-
Ilya’s fingers tightened on his knee again.
“Here,” Ilya said. “Lean back. I get you Tylenol before your head explodes.”
“I’m fine,” Shane muttered automatically, but he let himself sink into the couch cushions, head resting back. The world tilted again, then steadied.
He could feel his pulse in his gums. In his temples. In his right side.
-
Shane’s heart did something weird in his chest, some stutter-step that wasn’t quite fear and wasn’t quite excitement. It felt like the moment at the top of a swing set arc before you fell back.
“I wanna do that,” Shane said, breath fogging against the glass. “Mama, I wanna do that. I wanna skate.”
Shane had been on ice before, shoved around on double-blade skates by his cousins, screaming because he hated the feeling of his feet sliding in ways he couldn’t control. He’d cried and clung to his aunt’s jacket and said he wanted to go home.
This is different.
-
Commentary buzzed. The crowd roared faintly. Someone on the Metros scored. The volume felt two clicks too high even though he knew the TV was turned down. Shane shut his eyes for a second. 
-
Yuna looked at him, then at the ice, then back at him again, something soft and complicated moving over her face.
“You’ll fall a lot,” she warned gently. “It hurts sometimes.”
“I don’t care,” Shane said, with the absolute conviction of a four-year-old who had never broken anything important. “I wanna be like Daddy.”
-
“…Shane?”
His mother’s voice pulled him back up like a rope.
He blinked his eyes open. The TV snapped back into being in front of him. The game had moved on. There was a player interview on the screen now, some rookie he didn’t recognize answering questions with wide eyes and a too-big smile.
The pasta was still sitting on the table in front of him. He had no memory of the last two minutes.
He realized his hand had slid away from his belly, fingers curled limply against his hoodie. He put it back.
“Sorry,” he said, voice thick. “What?”
“I asked if you wanted some tea,” Yuna said quietly. “You kind of… zoned out there.”
“I’m just tired,” Shane said again. It was starting to sound less convincing even to his own ears. “Headache.”
He realized he was repeating himself, a loop stuck on the same track.
He picked up the fork again out of sheer stubbornness.
One more bite.
He twirled. He lifted. The fork stopped halfway.
His hand shook harder. His wrist felt weak. His head pulsed in time with his heartbeat, right side throbbing in counterpoint. The thought of swallowing anything made bile rise in his throat.
He set the fork back down, fingers clinking against porcelain.
“Okay,” he said quietly. “Maybe not… food.”
“We can try later,” Yuna said immediately. “You got a few bites in, that’s something.”
“I’ll make you toast,” Ilya offered. “Or ginger tea.”
The idea of both made Shane’s stomach revolt. He swallowed the nausea down.
“Maybe just… water,” he said.
He sounded far away to his own ears. He focused on the TV again, trying to ground himself.
-
The first time Shane steps onto real hockey arena ice, he hates it.
He is four years old, or maybe five? Younger than Shane’ll probably feel comfortable putting their daughter on skates. The rink is bright and echoing and smells like cold metal and damp mittens. The fluorescent lights buzz overhead. The sound of blades scraping ice is unbearable, sharp enough to make his teeth hurt. 
He is bundled in too many layers and still feels exposed. David laces his skates tight, hands practiced, fingers sure. Yuna stands just behind with a thermos and the kind of smile that says she is trying very hard not to look nervous.
-
Montreal’s goalie made a save. The camera panned to the bench, faces he’d known for years. Guys he’d played against. Guys he’d played with on Team Canada. The sight of the Metros’ jersey made his chest twist.
-
“Okay,” David says, lifting Shane upright. “One step at a time.”
Shane tries.
His feet slide out from under him instantly and he goes down with a thud that knocks the air out of his lungs. The ice is unforgiving. It doesn’t care that he is small. It doesn’t care that he is new. Shane sits there, cheeks burning, throat tight with humiliation and rage.
“I hate it,” he announces.
David crouches in front of him. “It’s okay to hate it,” he says, “Do you want to stop?”
-
Montreal was playing the Centaurs tomorrow. Preseason, mid-day game, nothing that mattered on paper. Then Jackie and Hayden were driving up for dinner after.
Oh. Right. He’d forgotten that part.
“Tomorrow,” Shane said suddenly, too loud. “Hayden and Jackie. Dinner.”
Three heads swivelled his way again.
“Yes,” Yuna said carefully. “They’re coming after the game. We told you yesterday, sweetheart.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, rubbing at his temples with his thumbs. “I just… forgot.”
-
Shane glares at the ice like it has personally insulted him. The cold seeps through his snow pants. His eyes sting. He wants to go home, wants to be under a blanket, wants silence. But then he looks up and sees a kid a few feet away, wobbling too, laughing even as they fall. And something in Shane’s chest tightens, not jealousy exactly, but the irritation of seeing someone else survive something he’s failing at.
“No,” Shane says, hoarse. “I want to… do it.”
David’s mouth does something like pride, quick and contained. “Okay,” he says, and holds out his hands. “Then we get up.”
-
His brain felt like a sieve. Things slipped through. Appointments. Plans. The exact order of the days. He had a list on his phone. Another written on the fridge. It didn’t matter much if his head wouldn’t hold onto the information long enough to be useful.
-
It takes him an hour to skate to the blue line. When he finally manages three consecutive strides without falling, the sensation hits him so hard he almost stops breathing.
It is not flying, not yet. It is not graceful. But it is movement that feels right. A straight line of purpose from his brain to his legs. Forward motion. Control, even when the world is cold and loud.
-
“You don’t have to do anything,” Ilya said. “I can cook something. You just sit and let Pike be idiot in your living room.”
Shane huffed a laugh that immediately turned into a wince.
The sound made his head spike. He closed his eyes again. The darkness came faster this time.
-
His dad’s smile was bright enough to warm the whole arena. “There she is,” he said. “My girl.”
Shane’s stomach twisted in the familiar, wordless way, like he'd swallowed something he couldn’t digest. But the ice under his blades felt… honest. It didn’t care what anyone called him. It only cared that he leaned forward, that he didn’t let fear lock his knees.
He goes home that night exhausted, aching, and quietly furious at the idea of ever being that bad at something again.
-
“…getting worse.”
The words floated up through the murk like he was underwater.
Shane’s eyes came open slowly.
At some point, he’d shifted. His head was tipped against the back of the couch, neck at a weird angle. His legs were stretched out, feet on the coffee table, Ilya’s hand still a warm weight on his knee.
The game on the TV had moved into the second period.
He realized they were talking about him. Again.
He hated when they did that. Always had. As a kid. As a teenager. Now. The grown-ups standing just far enough away to make it harder to hear, heads bowed together, voices soft.
Like he didn’t exist if they didn’t make eye contact.
“I’m right here,” he said, a little sharper than he meant to.
Or tried to. He wasn’t entirely sure how it came out.
Three faces turned toward him in varying degrees of guilty caught-in-the-act expression.
“Sorry,” Yuna said immediately. “We weren’t… It’s just… We’re worried.”
“I’m fine,” Shane said. He was starting to hate that word. “I just… was thinking.”
“You 'were thinking'  for like ten minutes,” David said gently. “Ilya asked you a question and you didn’t answer. You were just… staring.”
Shane frowned. “What question?”
“What we should do about this,” Ilya said quietly. “Your head. Your side. Your… everything.”
“I said I’ll tell the doctor tomorrow,” Shane said slowly.
“That’s the plan. Why are we… We have a plan.”
He could hear how he sounded. Petulant. Slightly slurred.
He hated it.
“Tomorrow is… far,” Ilya said. “Headaches this bad, right-side pain… Doctor said to call if anything changed.”
“It’s just paranoia,” Shane said, the word coming out more tangled than he intended.
“Everyone’s freaked out about blood pressure. It’s fine. I’m fine. I’m not… seeing spots or anything.”
He blinked. The room swam for a second, edges fuzzing.
He decided not to mention that maybe he was starting to see a few.
“Humor us,” David said quietly. “Let’s take your blood pressure. If it’s the same as last night, we’ll relax a little. If it’s higher, we’ll decide what to do with more information. You like information.”
He did. Normally. Right now, the thought of numbers made his head hurt more. But he also knew the fastest way to get them to stop talking about him like he wasn’t there was to play along.
“Fine,” Shane muttered. “You can play doctor.”
He pushed himself more upright. The room tilted again. His stomach lurched. For a second he thought he might actually throw up, but the wave subsided, leaving him clammy and shaky.
Ilya was already on his feet, the blood pressure cuff in his hands. They kept it on the bookshelf now, alongside the stash of Tylenol and the home heart rate monitor that had seemed overkill a month ago.
The cuff felt too tight on his upper arm even before it inflated. 
Shane watched Ilya’s hands as he wrapped it, fingers careful and efficient. He tried to follow the numbers on the little digital screen, but they blurred.
Ilya hit the button. The cuff squeezed.
Shane closed his eyes and focused on breathing while the pressure built, his arm going numb and hot at the same time. 
-
Shane was six, legs folded under them at the kitchen table, crayons spread everywhere. The house smelled like miso soup and the lemony cleaner Yuna used on Saturdays. Outside, rain tapped against the window in a steady, familiar rhythm.
On the page in front of Shane, three stick figures held hands. One had glasses like Daddy. One had hair like Mama. The third was smaller, with a big round head and a crooked smile.
-
The machine beeped. The cuff relaxed. There was a pause. No one said anything.
Shane opened his eyes.
-
“Who’s that?” Yuna had asked, peering over their shoulder, her voice bright.
“Me,” Shane said, adding a fourth blob to the side. “This is me. That-” he jabbed the crayon at the small one between the two big ones “-is my baby brother.”
“Oh,” Yuna had said.
Shane remembered the pause. The tiny hitch.
The way the air seemed to go tight for a second, like a string pulled too far.
-
Three faces stared at the screen, expressions tightening in unison.
“That good?” he asked, stupidly, even though he could already guess the answer.
“No,” David said quietly. “No, it’s… higher than yesterday.”
“How high?” Shane asked, frustration sparking under the fog. “Use… numbers.”
Ilya swallowed, his adams apple bobbing.
“Last night it was one forty-eight over ninety-two,” he said.
“Today is… one seventy-eight over… one fourteen.”
The numbers landed like a punch. Even in his foggy state, Shane knew those were not the kind you wanted. 
“That’s… bad,” he said, and hated that his voice wobbled.
“It’s… concerning,” David said carefully. “Given the headache. And the swelling. And the right-side pain.”
“And the zoning out,” Yuna added softly.
-
David came in then, hanging his jacket on the back of a chair, hair damp from the rain. “Wow,” he said, coming closer. “Who’s this little guy?”
“My baby brother,” Shane repeated, a little shy now, suddenly aware that maybe this wasn’t a normal thing to ask for, that maybe he was saying something important. “When is he coming?”
Yuna and David exchanged one of those grown-up looks over Shane’s head. 
The kind that felt like being left out of a joke.
-
They lapsed into that talking-about-him-without-looking-at-him again.
“We should call,” Yuna said. “At least call the nurse line. See what they say.”
“Appointment is tomorrow morning,” Ilya said. “Nine a.m.”
“That’s almost fifteen hours away,” David said. “A lot can change in fifteen hours.”
Shane’s skin prickled.
-
“Come here, Shino,” Yuna said, sitting down next to him. Her hand found his back, rubbing small circles between his shoulder blades. “Sometimes… people don’t get baby brothers or baby sisters. Even if they want them very much.”
“Why?” Shane frowned at the paper. “You and Daddy can make one. You made me.”
David had sucked in a breath so quiet Shane barely heard it.
“It doesn’t always work that way,” Yuna said gently. “Sometimes, even when grown-ups try very hard, their bodies… don’t cooperate.”
Like now, Shane thought hazily.
His own body felt like it was doing something beyond cooperation. Beyond anything. Too much.
He could hear them. He understood the words individually. Together, they felt slippery. Hard to hold onto.
-
Shane tried to join in.
“We can… wait?” he said. “It’s just one reading. Maybe I was… moving. Or… something.”
He was aware he wasn’t making a ton of sense.
All three of them looked at him with that same soft, worried expression.
“We’re not going to drag you to the hospital against your will, Shane,” Yuna said gently. “But we are going to call your doctor, okay? Just to see what they say. The worst they’ll do is scold us for overreacting.”
-
Back then, staring at his drawing, Shane had pressed his crayon down until the wax made a dark, ugly dent.
“Maybe we just haven’t tried hard enough,” he’d muttered.
Something in Yuna’s face had cracked. She leaned in, kissed the top of his head.
“It’s not your fault,” she’d said softly. “And it’s not ours. We’re still a family. Even if it’s only three of us.”
-
Ilya knelt down in front of Shane instead, big hand coming to rest lightly on Shane’s knee.
“Hey,” he said quietly. “We are worried. That is all. Let us do this.”
There was something in his eyes that made arguing feel cruel.
“Fine,” Shane said again. “Call. Whatever. Just… stop talking about me like I’m… not here. Please.”
His vision blurred for a second when he said it. He blamed the headache.
-
Shane nodded, a sudden ferocious protectiveness blooming in his chest. “Then I’ll be enough,” he said, with the blunt conviction only a six-year-old could muster, “I promise.” 
David’s eyes closed for a second. When he opened them, they looked suspiciously damp.
“You already are, bug,” he said, pulling Shane into his chest. “You already are.”
Shane had believed him. He’d built his whole life around that: if he was good enough, bright enough, successful enough, maybe they wouldn’t notice what was missing.
Shane wondered, distantly, if his daughter would sit at some table one day and draw herself between two tall stick figures, and if one of them would be him. The thought skittered away before he could hold onto it.
-
The flashback spat him back out again into the living room, but the edges of everything felt… softer. Smudged.
He blinked at the TV. The game had moved into the third period.
He didn’t remember the second. That was… not great.
Shane’s head felt worse. The pounding had intensified, each beat sending a bolt of pain from behind his eyes to the base of his skull.
His shoulders felt like they were bearing actual weight. He had that weird floaty feeling again. Like he was watching himself from slightly above and to the left.
He realized someone had put a cool cloth on his forehead.
His skin was damp under it. When had that happened?
“Shane?” David said quietly. “Can you look at me for a second, bud?”
Shane dragged his eyes away from the TV. It took a second for his father’s face to come into focus.
“Mm,” Shane managed. “Hi.”
“How’s your head?” David asked.
-
In his head, when Shane pictured their daughter, she always looked more like Ilya than like him. It wasn’t a conscious choice. His brain just… filled in blanks that Shane wasn’t even sure he’d felt strongly about.
He saw her on their couch, this couch, their stupid too-big sectional that still smelled faintly like that time Bood had dropped poutine on it during playoffs. She was tiny, curled in on herself in a nest of blankets and arms.
-
He thought about the answer too long.
“Loud,” he said finally. “Heavy.”
“And your side?” Yuna’s voice, from somewhere to his left.
He shifted his hand from his knee to his abdomen, fingers finding that same hot spot under his ribs.
“It’s… there,” he said. “Still.”
Shane realized that was not helpful.
“Are you seeing anything?” David pressed gently. “Flashing lights? Spots? Blurry?”
Shane considered.
The room did seem a little… too bright. Even dimmed, the TV glared. The edges of things had halos. When he blinked, tiny sparkles lingered in his peripheral vision like afterimages.
“Yeah,” he said slowly. “Maybe. Little… stars. But, like, that happens when you stand up too fast anyway.”
He didn’t remember standing up.
-
Her hair was a soft, pale gold, sticking up in damp curls at the back where it had dried funny after a bath. She had Ilya’s eyes, so blue it was almost ridiculous, framed by lashes that would someday get her whatever she wanted from whatever poor soul fell under their spell. 
She was wearing one of Shane’s old t-shirts hacked into a baby-sized nightgown, collar drooping off one shoulder. Her fist was jammed into her mouth, thumb and two fingers, eyes heavy with sleep.
-
“We’re going to call Dr. Girard,” Yuna said, voice more decisive now. “Right now.”
Shane wanted to protest. Say there was no need. That it was one bad day. That he’d be better tomorrow. His brain started the sentences. His mouth didn’t catch up. 
By the time he’d found the words, Yuna was already on her feet, phone in hand, heading for the kitchen for some semblance of privacy. Ilya had taken her place next to him.
David stayed in his chair, but leaned forward, elbows on his knees, watching Shane’s face.
-
“Ilya,” Shane heard himself say, somewhere off to the side. In the vision, he wasn’t sure where he was sitting. The angle kept slipping. On the far end of the couch? Standing in the doorway? “You’re going to spoil her.”
“She already spoiled,” Ilya said cheerfully, bouncing the baby gently on his knee. He looked stupidly happy, face soft. “Look at her. Perfect. She cannot be more spoiled.”
-
“Hey,” Ilya said softly. “Stay with me, okay?”
“I’m… right here,” Shane said, but his tongue felt thick and his voice sounded wrong to his own ears, like he was hearing it through a wall.
-
Their daughter blinked up at him, then squinted, one hand reaching for his face in a clumsy grab. Ilya obliged, leaning down so she could pat at his stubble with gummy fingers.
“Da,” she said, or something like it. Just a noise, really, but Ilya’s whole body lit up as if she’d delivered a full speech.
“You hear this?” he said, looking over at… somewhere, where Shane should have been.
Shane laughed, or thought he did. In the picture in his head, the sound didn’t quite land. It was like watching a video on mute and knowing the punchline anyway.
-
Shane felt detached. He put his hand back on his abdomen automatically. Still nothing.
“You feel her?” Ilya asked, following the movement. Shane tried to really notice.
He prodded gently. Nothing. He shifted. Nothing. His chest squeezed.
“No,” he said, fighting to keep his voice even. “She’s… quiet.”
“Maybe she is sleeping,” Ilya said quickly. “She was wiggling before.”
“Yeah,” Shane said, but the word came out hollow.
He’d grown used to her being subtle. Their stupid anterior placenta meant he didn’t feel much unless he really paid attention. 
Now he was really paying attention.
Nothing.
-
He felt a warm rush of something that was almost jealousy and almost relief. If her first word was for Ilya, that meant she felt safe. That meant he’d done something right. His chest pulled tight around the idea. The pressure radiated up under his right ribs, a familiar, ugly ache.
He tried to imagine leaning over and scooping her up, tucking her against his own chest, feeling the weight of her, the kick of her heels. His brain skidded, like a skate hitting a divot.
-
The edges of his vision fuzzed again. His ears rang.
He shut his eyes and tried to breathe.
One breath.
Two.
The darkness behind his eyelids rolled in thick and heavy.
-
The scene rewound, played again. Same couch. Same blonde curls. Same big blue eyes. He watched Ilya’s hands, large and careful around the tiny body.  He listened to the nonsense Russian words that spilled out of Ilya when he was tired and happy, the way his accent got thicker when he was talking to someone who didn’t understand any of it.
Shane’s own presence in the frame blurred at the edges. It was easier, somehow, to assign himself the role of cameraman. Someone behind the lens, appreciating the view. Shane was okay with that.
-
“Shane?”
His father’s voice sounded like it was coming from the end of a long tunnel.
He surfaced with a jolt, heart hammering.
The living room snapped back into being around him in pieces.
He wasn’t entirely sure how long he’d been gone that time.
Minutes? An hour?
“Hey,” David said, softer now. “Shane, do you know what day it is?”
Shane blinked at him. He couldn’t sift through his thoughts quick enough. 
“It is Thursday, Shane.” Ilya said quietly, “You have doctors appointment tomorrow, and then we see Jackie and Pike for dinner. ”
“Oh,” Shane said.
That seemed… wrong. Shane was pretty sure that was wrong. He would have liked to have thought he would know if it was Thursday already. Is this what people talk about when they say time flies when they’re older? Shane’s not that old. He’s only 31, even though he’s older than Ilya by almost a month. If Shane was 35, they’d call his pregnancy geriatric. That felt wrong too.
He tried to think about what had happened Wednesday and came up blank. The day before? Yesterday? Breakfast, bed, appointment in the morning, no, shit. That hadn’t happened yet. That was tomorrow. Maybe there hadn’t been a Wednesday. Maybe they’d skipped it. That felt unfair.
David was beside Ilya now, kneeling on the rug, his face lined.
“Shane,” He said carefully. “Do you know where you are?”
“Home,” he said. That one he was sure about. He knew what his home was like. Technically, Ilya had this home first. Shane just moved in. But if this is Ilya’s home, does that make the cottage Shane’s home? Shane doesn’t want that, he wants to share the cottage with Ilya. Isn’t that what marriage is about? 
“Do you know what’s happening?” David’s voice broke through Shane’s thoughts. 
Shane blinked again. “What.”
“You are doing it again,” Ilya said quietly.
Doing what. Shane didn’t think he was doing anything. What was he doing wrong?
He winced at himself.
His thoughts felt… slippery.
Getting from one to another took more energy than it should.
He became aware of his mother’s voice on the phone, faint from the kitchen.
The cadence was familiar: polite, precise, slightly stressed.
“Yes, he’s thirty-six and a half weeks now… yes, we’ve been monitoring his blood pressure at home… today was one seventy-eight over one fourteen… severe headache, yes… right pain, yes… some visual changes…”
Shane swallowed.
They were listing him like a grocery order.
His body felt like it belonged more to the chart than to him.
“…fetal movement?” Yuna’s voice. Then, “Less than usual, he says. It’s hard to tell with his placenta placement…”
He shifted his hand on his belly again and willed something to move under it.
Please. Just a nudge.
Nothing.
His skin crawled.
He looked over toward the kitchen.
Yuna’s back was to them, one hand on the counter, phone wedged between her ear and shoulder. Her other hand moved as she talked, even though the person on the other end couldn’t see it.
“Yes, he has a history of anxiety,” she was saying. “And shutdowns, yes, and going quiet under stress. But this is… different. He’s not just overwhelmed, he’s… not… all here.”
Shane dragged his gaze back to Ilya.
Ilya looked tired. Lines carved deeper around his mouth. His eyes were dark, ringed in tired shadows.
Shane felt guilty.
He opened his mouth to say so.
The words evaporated.
Yuna reappeared in the doorway.
Her face had changed.
There was a new tightness around her eyes.
Her mouth was set in a way that said Bad News even before she spoke.
“Okay,” she said, voice brisk in that way that meant she was trying to stay calm.
“I talked to the on-call at the high-risk clinic.”
Shane’s chest tightened.
“And?” David asked.
“They want us to bring him in,” Yuna said. “Today. Right now.”
The words hung in the air.
Shane’s brain caught on them like a skate on a rut.
“Like… in?” he asked. “As in… hospital?”
“Yes,” Yuna said. “Labor and delivery triage. They’re really concerned about the blood pressure and the headache and the right-side pain. They want to evaluate him now.”
Shane’s stomach dropped.
His heart kicked.
“Oh,” he said stupidly.
“They said it’s probably preeclampsia,” Yuna added, softer now. “ They want to run blood work, check your labs, do a non-stress test and ultrasound. See how baby’s doing. They’d rather be proactive than wait until your appointment tomorrow.”
The word severe echoed in his skull.
Preeclampsia.
He knew the basics. High blood pressure. Protein in urine. Headaches. Visual changes. Right upper quadrant pain. Risk of seizures. Risk to the baby. Risk to him.
He’d read the pamphlets.
None of them had talked much about what it felt like in the middle, when your brain stopped being entirely helpful.
Shane swallowed.
“Okay,” he said, because there wasn’t another answer that wouldn’t be a lie. “We… can go.”
“Good,” Ilya said immediately. “I get bag. You lie down. Then we go.”
Ilya started to stand.
The room swayed.
-
The bassinet beside their bed was no longer empty.
She was there. Smaller than he’d imagined, somehow, and bigger. A little knot of humanity in a wrap of muslin with bees on it, her face scrunched as if the very concept of air offended her.
-
Shane grabbed his knee without thinking, fingers digging in.
“Wait,” he said. “Just… wait.”
His heart was pounding too fast. His chest felt tight. The edges of his vision were greying again.
The couch felt like it was vibrating.
-
Ilya sat on the edge of the bed in sweatpants and an ancient t-shirt from some charity game, hair a mess, eyes glazed with exhaustion and pure, unfiltered adoration.
«Здравствуй, Доченька,» (”Hello, sweetheart.”) he murmured, one massive finger tracing the curve of her cheek. “You are home. This is home. No more hospital. No more loud machines. Just us. Okay?”
She yawned, the motion slow and terrifyingly fragile, her tiny mouth forming a perfect O. One hand escaped the blanket and flailed in the air like she was conducting an orchestra only she could hear.
-
Shane shut his eyes.
The darkness rushed up.
-
Shane looked for himself and found… blank space. An indentation on the other side of the bed that suggested someone had been lying there recently. A glass of water on the nightstand that wasn’t Ilya’s. A hospital bracelet on the dresser.
He knew, logically, that in any real version of this scene, he’d be there. Probably flat on his back, or propped up on pillows, sore and hollowed-out and stunned, watching his daughter breathe like he’d never seen a miracle before.
But his brain kept deleting him from the picture, as if it couldn’t convince itself he belonged in it.
-
When he came back up, he was on his side.
That was new.
The couch cushions were under his cheek. His hand was wedged under his head, fingers numb. His other arm was draped awkwardly over his torso.
Voices swam around him.
“…didn’t even notice he’d gone for a second,” Yuna was saying, voice too bright with worry. “He just… stopped responding.”
“I think he’s dissociating,” David said quietly. “Or… something like it. He’s not tracking. That’s not just anxiety.”
“Shane,” Ilya said, closer now. “Hey. моя любовь. Open your eyes for me.”
There was a hand on his shoulder. Warm. Shaking him gently.
Shane obliged.
“Hi,” Shane said. It came out more like a breath than a word.
“You okay?” Ilya asked, thumb swiping across his cheekbone. “You went away again.”
“I’m just… tired,” Shane whispered. It was the only thing his mouth seemed capable of forming. “Head…”
“Can you sit up?” David asked. “Slowly. We’ll get your shoes on.”
Shoes. The thought of bending down to put anything on his feet felt like planning a summit attempt.
“I can…” Shane started, then trailed off.
Could he?
He wasn’t sure.
His right side burned. His head throbbed. His body felt heavy and hollow at the same time.
His hand drifted down again, almost of its own accord, to his stomach.
Still nothing. His skin went cold.
“She’s… not… moving,” he said. The words scraped his throat. “She’s not… moving.”
“She is probably okay,” Ilya said immediately, too fast. “She might be sleeping. Or you might just not feel her with… everything. We will check when we get there. They will put you on monitor. They will look.”
Shane tried to nod. The motion made his head explode.
He grimaced instead.
-
They’re on the floor in the living room, there’s a play mat spread out with tasteful monochrome shapes on it, recommended by three different parenting blogs. There are toys scattered like shrapnel. The TV is on low, a game muted in the background.
She’s nine months old. Or ten. Time blurs in ways it never used to. She’s propped up in a wobbly little tripod, hands on the mat, curls sticking out in every direction.
-
He had that feeling suddenly. The one he’d had a couple times on the ice right before a bad hit.
The one where the game went quiet, the edges of his vision pulled in, and some deep, animal part of his brain said move and he hadn’t done it fast enough.
Impending… something.
-
Ilya is lying on his stomach in front of her, face an inch from hers, making stupid noises. His hair falls over his forehead; she grabs at it with gleeful fists.
“Who am I?” he says, voice high and sing-song, because he will do absolutely anything to make her smile. “Who am I, Доченька, huh? Say it. Say Papa.”
She babbles, drool thin and emphatic on her chin.
“Ba-ba-da-da-da.”
“So close,” Ilya laughs. “Come on. You can do it. Pa. Pa.”
-
His heartbeat sounded wrong in his ears.
His chest felt tight.
His head felt like it was going to split.
He shifted his weight to try to push himself upright.
His body did not cooperate.
-
Shane watches from the doorway, leaning on the frame, heart a wild, uncertain thing in his chest. His brain is cataloging everything, her posture, the angle of her head, the fact that she hasn’t toppled over yet. The therapist said not to compare her milestones to charts. The therapist also said not to be surprised if he does it anyway.
She leans forward, hands splayed like a baby goalie falling into a butterfly, and grins. Her whole face crinkles.
“Papa,” she says. It’s clear. Sharp. A brick through a window.
-
The room tilted in a way that was all wrong.
The couch seemed to drop away under him.
He was falling before he realized he’d moved.
-
Ilya freezes. His eyes go huge. He looks like he just scored the OT winner in Game 7. Then his face cracks wide open and he actually cheers, loud and unrestrained, sweeping her up into his arms.
“You heard that?” he yells, already laughing, already half in tears. “Shane! You heard that! She said papa!”
Shane laughs too. It’s automatic, pulled out of him. It hurts.
“Yeah,” he calls back. “I heard.”
-
He didn’t remember hitting the floor.
Hands were on him immediately. Too many. He flinched.
“Don’t crowd him,” David said, breathless. “Give him air.”
“I didn’t mean to- He just-” Ilya sounded panicked. “He tried to sit up and he-”
“I know,” Yuna said. “It’s okay. Shane, sweetheart, can you hear me?”
“Mm,” Shane managed.
He couldn’t quite tell where his limbs were.
He couldn’t feel the baby move.
That thought sat at the center of everything else like a stone.
Yuna’s voice in the background, already on the phone.
“Yes, hi, my son is thirty-six weeks pregnant and we’ve been told to bring him to the hospital for suspected preeclampsia but he just collapsed… yes, he’s conscious, but he’s very confused, severe headache, right upper quadrant pain, high blood pressure earlier today… one seventy-eight over one fourteen…”
Shane stared at the ceiling.
The edges of it blurred.
He could hear his own breathing, shallow and too fast.
His body felt like it was buzzing.
Something hot and electric crawled under his skin.
-
The first time she goes to a rink, she’s bundled like a marshmallow.
A tiny hat, ear flaps, mittens clipped to her sleeves so she can’t throw them, even though she’ll definitely try.  She’s on Ilya’s hip, head swiveling as soon as the cold air hits her face.
She stares through the glass at the sheet of ice like it’s a portal to a different world.
-
The next few seconds stretched and folded in on themselves.
-
Ilya leans down and murmurs, “This is where Papa works.”
She makes an impressed sound that is mostly drool.
Behind the glass, skates hiss. A puck smacks the boards.
Her eyes go wide.
Her whole body seems to lean toward the sound.
-
He was aware of David kneeling by his head, sliding something soft under it, a folded towel? A cushion? to keep him from hitting the floor again.
-
Ilya laughs softly. “Yes,” he tells her, delighted and nervous all at once. “It is loud. It is cold. It is… hockey.”
In Shane’s chest, something tightens with a complicated want: pride and grief braided together so tightly he can’t pull them apart.
-
He was aware of Ilya’s face hovering over his, eyes wide and wet, hand cupping his jaw.
-
He doesn’t know what he wants for her, not really.
He wants her safe.
He wants her free.
-
“Shane,” Ilya said, voice shaking, but still trying to be steady for him. “Hey. Look at me.”
Shane tried. His eyes didn’t seem to be focusing properly anymore.
-
He wants her to never learn the specific flavor of fear that comes from your body being your job and your job being your identity and the whole world watching for the moment you fail.
He wants her to laugh. Loud, ugly, joyous laughter.
He wants her to belong to herself first.
-
His right side burned.
-
He thinks of their daughter sitting on a bench in some empty arena someday, and hearing his name mentioned in passing.
‘Your dad,’ someone might say. ‘He was good.’
And he wanted, with a sudden, aching ferocity, for her to believe that meant more than hockey. He wanted her to know he’d tried. That he hadn’t had a clue what he was doing, but he’d tried.
-
A sound came out of him that he didn’t recognize as his own.
“Shh, shh, shh,” Ilya said, thumb rubbing across his cheekbone. “She is okay. She is okay. You are okay. Ambulance is coming. We will fix this. We will-”
-
He imagines her first words again. “Papa,” she says, and then, later, “Papa, look,” and then, at some point, maybe, “Papa, why-” questions that matter. Questions that cut. Questions Shane has asked his whole life and never gotten clean answers to.
-
Shane’s world narrowed to a pinpoint. The ceiling. Ilya’s face. The too-bright light.
-
He imagines Ilya answering them the best he can, steady and warm and blunt.
-
His body coiled without his permission.
-
He imagines her growing up in a house where love is not conditional. Where being different is not something you get punished for. Where she can be loud if she wants, or quiet, or both. 
-
The sense of impending doom that had been hovering all afternoon solidified, weight dropping into his chest like a stone.
-
Where she can cry without being told she’s dramatic. Where she can be angry without being told she’s ungrateful. Where she can be herself

-
Oh, he thought, in one last, startlingly calm moment. This is it.
Shane’s chest tightens until it hurts.
I want to be there, he thinks, helplessly. I want to see it. I want to know her. I want to-
“Il-” he tried to say, reaching for Ilya’s name like it was a lifeline.
The world went white.
For a brief, awful second, Shane is back in his body. He feels his heart slam against his ribs. He feels his tongue thick in his mouth.
He hears someone call his name again, louder now, edged with panic.
He realizes, with a clarity that is almost calm:
I’m going to die.
He doesn’t know where that certainty comes from. It simply exists, solid and unavoidable.
Yuna’s voice, sharper now with fear, in the distance: “He’s seizing- yes, he’s seizing now- please tell them to hurry-”
Ilya’s voice, breaking in a way Shane had never heard before, right next to his ear.
“Shane, I’ve got you, I’ve got you, I’ve got you-”
A sound tears out of him, an involuntary, broken thing, and his muscles seize. His jaw clamps. His body arches hard, every nerve lighting up at once.
Hands grab at him, trying to guide him down, trying to keep him safe, trying to do something.
But Shane is already gone, slipping under the surface of his own mind, leaving only his body behind.
The pounding in his head crescendoed to a single, blinding crash
and then, all at once, there was nothing at all.
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  Ilya had thought he knew what it looked like when someone got hurt. He’d seen hundreds of different kinds of injuries on the ice. He’d been injured in just as many ways himself.
He’d seen guys get knocked out on open-ice hits, limp and sprawled on the boards while the trainer skated in. He’d watched teammates lie very still on the ice after bad collisions, the whole arena holding its breath until a hand moved. He’d been the one kneeling over them, saying stupid things like ‘Are you okay?’ as though anyone would answer yes with their face pressed into the ice in pain.
He hadn’t seen this.

Not like this.
Shane’s whole body had arched off the floor in one awful, contorted line. His teeth had clamped. His limbs had jerked in sharp, ragged motions that didn’t belong to someone like Shane Hollander. The sound he’d made hadn’t sounded like Shane at all, just a torn-off noise that ripped through Ilya’s chest and left a hollow where air should be.
Then Shane had gone slack.
Now he lay on his side on the living room floor, cheek pressed into the rug, breathing too fast. Sweat slicked his hair to his forehead. His fingers twitched against Ilya’s hand like they couldn’t remember what they were supposed to do with it.
Shane’s eyes were open.

That should have been a relief. It wasn’t.
They were open the way a player’s eyes were open after a bad hit. They were glassy, unfocused, like the world had become something far away that he was trying to pull himself back into.
His pupils were huge. His lashes were damp. There was spit that had slid down his mouth to his chin. His mouth worked around nothing, his jaw slack and then tightening again in little jerks.
“Ilya,” Shane said, or he had tried to. It came out as a breath with consonants harshly pinned in it, thin and uneven. Shane had moved slightly to clutch at his hand, Shane’s fingers damp and clumsy. His fingers tightened with sudden strength, like he was clinging to the only thing tethering him to being swept away.
“I am here,” Ilya said. His own voice didn’t sound right to him either. Too high or maybe too thin. «моя любовь,  (“My love, )I am right here.”
He was kneeling at Shane’s back, one arm curved around him, trying to keep him on his left side like the nurse on the phone had told Yuna. They’d said it was the best position for the baby now, and for if Shane seized again. His knees ached against the hardwood. He didn’t move. He didn’t dare. He felt like if he shifted even a millimeter, everything might fall through the floor. And it would be entirely his own fault.
“She’s not moving,” Shane’s voice cut through Ilya’s thoughts. The words came out chopped, like someone was playing them off a glitching tape. “I can’t- I don’t know. I don’t understand- Did I do something?”
“It’s okay, Shane,” Ilya said quickly, “You have placenta in front, remember? You do not feel much. And you just had… a very big thing happen. Your whole body is-”
“It’s not-” Shane sucked in a breath that hitched halfway in his throat. “It’s not okay, Ilya- Ilya, she’s not moving-”
-
Ilya was shuffling through the quiet hallway, half-asleep and rubbing at his eyes because he was going to be late for school if Mama didn’t get up soon. 
«Мам?» (“Mama?”) he called, knocking lightly on her door, because she had always hated when he barged in without warning. «Мааам, я уже опаздываю.» (“Mama, I'm already late.”).
-
“Shh.” Ilya tightened his arm around him by a fraction. “Hey. Hey. Do not worry about anything right now, okay? Just breathe. In. Out. Slow.”
“Can’t,” Shane said. “My- my head- it hurts, Ilya-”
“I know,” Ilya said again, because it was the only thing his mouth seemed to remember how to say. “I know. It’s okay.”
It was not okay.

This was the farthest thing from okay.
He could hear Yuna in the hallway, still on the phone. “Yes, that’s right,” she was saying. “He’s thirty-six weeks now and he just had a seizure. And- I mean, he’s breathing but he’s… not fully with us… yes a severe headache, right side pain, yes… His blood pressure earlier was one seventy-eight over one fourteen.”
David appeared at the front hall, moving fast and unsteady, like a man running on instinct and not skill. He’d gone to the door the second Shane stopped seizing. He hovered there, watching the windows, opening and shutting his hands.
“They’re close,” David said. His voice was low, but it cracked. “ I think I can hear them.”

Ilya couldn’t hear anything over the pounding in his own ears.
Shane’s eyes opened again. They were glassy, unfocused, searching.

Shane’s breath stuttered. His eyelids fluttered.
-
«Mам?» (“Mama?”)
The bedroom had smelled like her perfume and stale air. The curtains weren’t fully closed, and a strip of light slanted across the bed, catching in dust motes. His mother lay on her side, facing the wall. Her blonde curls spilled over her pillow. 
For a second, one perfect, stupid second, he thought she was just sleeping in. 

Ilya wishes he could have stayed in that stupid second for a lifetime.
«Мам, вставай, ну пожалуйста,» (“Mama, get up, please.”) he’d said, voice pitching higher with the whine he knew she hated. «Я реально опаздываю.» (“I'm really late.”)
She hadn’t moved.
Ilya had rolled his eyes, huffed out a breath, and padded closer to her bedside. 

His socked feet were silent on the wood floor.
«Мам, ну хватит,» (“Mama, come on,”) he’d said, reaching out to touch her shoulder.«Серьёзно…» (“Seriously...”)
His fingers had sunk into her nightshirt.
She was warm, but not… the right kind of warm. An almost kind of heavy-warm. Her shoulder didn’t twitch under his hand. Her breath didn’t puff against the pillowcase in that soft little snore she made when her allergies were bad.
Ilya froze.
«Mам?» (“Mama?”)
-
“Ilya, she’s not-” Shane swallowed and made a low, panicked sound. “She’s not moving. Why isn’t she moving?”
He didn’t seem to remember that he’d already asked.

He didn’t seem to be remembering anything.
Ilya’s heart hammered so hard he could hear it in his ears.

His own breathing felt wrong, shallow and sharp.
“I know,” he repeated, the words starting to fray at the edges. “We are going to the hospital, and we will ask doctor to look. They will put her on the monitor, okay? You remember the machine? With the paper?”
Shane’s eyes slid away again. His brow furrowed like the words were too many.
“Hospital,” he repeated, as if trying the concept out.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Ambulance is coming.”
As if the universe had been waiting for him to say it out loud, a distant siren rose somewhere outside, thin at first and then swelling, a wailing line that turned the air sharp. The sound reached through the windows and into Ilya’s bones.
David was moving before the sound fully registered, yanking open the front door so hard it banged against the wall.
“Here!” he shouted, voice breaking. “In here!”
Footsteps.

Heavy, quick, purposeful.

The sound of people who knew what they were doing.
Two paramedics came in, one right behind the other, both in navy uniforms with reflective stripes that caught the light from the TV. The first one was a woman in her forties with her dark hair coiled up under her cap, a stethoscope already around her neck. The second was a younger guy with a buzz cut and a serious face, carrying a red trauma bag in one hand and a monitor in the other.
The older paramedic’s gaze snagged on Shane’s stomach and lingered for a beat too long.
“Hi,” she said, already dropping to her knees opposite Ilya. “I’m Jess. This is Mark. Can someone tell me what’s going on?”
“He had a seizure,” Yuna said immediately, “He’s thirty-six weeks pregnant, and we were about to bring him into the hospital for his blood pressure, it was something around one eighty over one fourteen, but he collapsed. He said he’s been having a terrible headache and this pain under his ribs. We called his clinic and were told to bring him in, but he just… collapsed. He’s never had a seizure before-”
“Okay,” Mark said, cutting through without being rude, “Okay. Thank you. That helps. Hi, Shane. Can you hear me?”
Shane’s gaze drifted toward him. He blinked slowly.

“Mm,” he managed.
Jess exchanged a quick look with Mark over Shane’s shoulder.

Then she squeezed Shane’s wrist once and let it go.
“All right,” she said. “Shane, I’m going to check you out, okay? Listen to your heart, your lungs, check your blood pressure. You just relax and keep breathing. Your family’s right here.”
Shane’s fingers tightened around Ilya’s as if to prove she was right.
“He’s… worried about the baby,” Ilya said, the words scraping their way out. “He keeps saying she is not moving. He is high-risk. They have been watching him. They said to come in if anything gets worse.”
“Got it,” Jess said, already snapping a blood pressure cuff around Shane’s arm. “We’ll get you both to the hospital as fast as we can, buddy. Okay? We’re going to take good care of you.”
She looked up at Ilya then, properly focusing on him for the first time.
“You’re his partner?” she asked.
“Husband,” Ilya said.
“Okay, husband,” she said. “What’s his usual blood pressure like? Does he have any other medical problems? Allergies? Any bleeding or fluid down below?”
-
«Сколько лет вашей маме, знаете?» (“How old is your mother, do you know?”) The woman on the phone had asked him, back then, too calm and too far away. «Она дышит? Пульс есть?» (“Is she breathing? Does she have a pulse?”)
He’d stood with the receiver pressed to his ear, cord cutting into his fingers, staring at the way his mother’s chest stubbornly refused to rise.
«Она не двигается.» (“She's not moving.”) he’d said, barely over a whisper, «Она не просыпается, я её тормошу.» (“She's not waking up when I’m shaking her.”)
«Скорая уже едет.» (“The ambulance is on its way.”) the operator had said. «Рядом есть какие-нибудь взрослые?» (“Are there any other adults nearby?”)
No. 
His father was already gone. Alexei had left half an hour earlier, slamming the door on his way to school. There was no one else. Just him, his mother, and the awful, growing silence.
He remembers holding his own hand under her nose, desperate for the smallest ghost of air.
Nothing.
-
“I-” Ilya’s mind blanked. “He… has anemia. From pregnancy. They started iron. Anxiety. No allergies. No meds except… the iron and prenatal vitamins and… Tylenol?”
“He’s also on labetalol,” Yuna added quietly from the other side, voice steady. “For blood pressure. And low-dose aspirin. No allergies. He doesn't have any sort of seizure history.”
“Okay,” Jess said again. She hit the button on the monitor. The cuff inflated with a mechanical whine, squeezing Shane’s arm tight enough that he winced.
Mark was already unpacking the monitor he carried in, sticking electrode pads onto Shane’s chest with brisk, efficient movements. He worked around Ilya without complaint, saying, “Sorry, buddy,” whenever he had to move Shane’s shirt or slide something under his back.
Shane flinched at the cold pads but didn’t otherwise respond to anyone around him except for Ilya. Shane’s gaze kept dragging back to him, then slipping away again.
“Ilya,” he whispered. “She’s not moving. Why isn’t she-”
“She is stubborn,” Ilya said, simultaneously trying to convince his husband and himself. “Just like you. You think she listens to anyone? No. She is probably making trouble. We will get to yell at her together, okay?”
The machine next to Jess beeped.

Numbers blinked onto the little screen.
Jess looked at them, then whistled under her breath.
“Two-oh-two over one twenty-four,” she said.
Ilya didn’t know what number he’d been hoping for.

Something lower than before. It wasn’t that one.
“What?” he rasped.
Jess glanced at him. “His blood pressure’s very high,” she translated, voice still impressively even. “We expected that, given everything you told us.”
“Is that why-” Ilya swallowed. “The seizure?”
“Very possible,” Jess said. “He’s got very high blood pressure coupled with the fact that he’s pregnant? Given the blood pressure and the seizure, we treat this as eclampsia until proven otherwise. The good news is he’s breathing on his own and he’s talking to us. Now we just need to get him to a place with a lot more stuff than we have.”
Shane’s breathing hitched again. His hand jerked around Ilya’s.
“Ilya,” he said. “My side. It… hurts. It-”
“I know,” Ilya said. The right side, under his ribs. The stupid right side Shane had been complaining about all week. Ilya should have known. He’s stupid. Stupid, stupid. “We told them. They know. They will fix it.”
Jess’ hand reached forward and pressed gently into that area, her fingers moving with careful pressure. Shane flinched, his whole body trying to twist away from her touch.
“Sorry, sorry,” she murmured. “I know, that hurts. Are you tender there?”
“Yes,” Shane gasped. “Don’t- don’t touch- please-”
“Okay, I’m done,” she said immediately, lifting her hand. She met Mark’s eyes over Shane’s body and jerked her chin, a silent communication that did not make Ilya feel any better.
“Okay,” Mark said, and now his voice had that edge of moving faster without sounding panicked. “Shane, I’m going to start an IV. It’s a small needle, quick pinch.”
Shane shook his head, eyes wide. “No-”
“I know,” Ilya said, leaning closer. “I know. Just… let them. Please. For the baby, Shane.”
The word baby did it.

It always did.
Shane’s gaze snapped back to Ilya, lost and desperate. “She’s not moving.”
“We will check,” Ilya whispered. “We will check soon. We just have to go.”
Shane swallowed and nodded again, small and shaky.
Jess slid her hand under Shane’s arm, searching for a vein with practiced pressure. She found one, cleaned the skin, and moved quickly. Shane hissed, but the needle was in and out in seconds. Then tape, catheter, line.
Mark was on the radio now, voice clipped and professional.
“We have an obstetric emergency, eclamptic seizure, severe hypertension, headache, RUQ pain… initiating transport.”
Jess glanced down toward Shane’s legs, and her expression finally changed, just a little. Her focus sharpened. The kind of look Ilya had seen on trainers when someone’s injury was worse than it looked.
“Mark,” she said quietly. Mark followed her gaze. His jaw tightened.

“Copy. Possible abruption,” he murmured into the radio.
It took Ilya a heartbeat to see what they were seeing.

A dark stain on Shane’s sweatpants, spreading at the seam.
Blood.
Not a little. Enough to be undeniable now that Shane had been moved and adjusted, enough that it bloomed through fabric like ink.
Ilya’s brain stalled.

Shane blinked, still confused, still looking at Ilya.
“What?” he whispered, and it was not the voice of a man who understood he was bleeding. “What is it?”
Yuna made a sound, a half inhale, half choke, that Ilya felt in his bones.

David’s hand went to his mouth.
Jess’s voice stayed steady, but it went even more brisk. “Shane, I’m seeing that you’re bleeding a little. Okay? That means we need to go.”
Shane frowned, trying to process.
“I’m bleeding?” he repeated, as if it was a word in a foreign language. “Where-” Shane’s hand tried to move down, to check, and Jess gently guided it away.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jess said. “We’ve got you.”
Mark straightened, decisive. “Okay. We’re going to get him onto the stretcher. Let’s clear space.”
Yuna stepped back immediately, face pale but controlled. David backed toward the hallway, hands hovering uselessly like he wanted to help but didn’t know where his hands belonged.
Ilya did not move.

He could not.
Shane’s fingers were still locked around his. If Ilya moved, Shane would let go, and Ilya could not allow Shane to float away again.
Jess and Mark coordinated like they’d done this a hundred times. They slid a sheet under Shane with efficient, practiced movements. Shane grimaced, making a small sound that shattered something in Ilya’s chest.
“Ilya,” Shane said, voice breaking, “don’t-”
“I am here,” Ilya said, gripping him harder. “I am here. Look at me. We are going to the hospital. They’ll check on the baby. Okay?”
Shane’s eyes found his, unfocused but clinging.

“Okay,” Shane whispered. “Okay.”
They rolled him.

The blood stain looked worse when the fabric shifted.
Ilya felt cold.
Mark guided Shane’s shoulders, speaking in a steady voice the whole time.

“Good,” Mark said. “You’re doing good. We’ve got you.”
Shane’s face pinched, a flash of pain crossing it. His breath went shallow again.
They lifted him onto the stretcher.
The moment Shane’s body left the floor, Shane’s grip on Ilya tightened with sudden panic.
“No,” Shane said, raw. “No- Ilya please-”
“I am here,” Ilya repeated, and now his voice shook. He hated it. He forced it steady. “I am right here. I promise.”
Jess secured straps over Shane’s chest and hips. Shane flinched, then went still, breathing fast.
Mark looked up at the three of them, Yuna, David, Ilya, with the same calm urgency.
“We’re going now,” he said. “Is someone riding with us?”
Ilya’s mouth opened and nothing came out. The question felt impossible.

He looked at Yuna without thinking.
Yuna’s face was tight, but her eyes were sharp. She did not hesitate.
“You go,” she said, immediate and firm. “He needs you. We’ll follow. We’ll bring bags and everything you’ll need. Go.”
Mark gestured toward the hallway. “Shoes. Now. We’re loading.”

The stretcher wheels squeaked as Jess began to angle Shane toward the front door.
Shane’s head turned immediately, eyes wild.
“Ilya,” Shane said, panic sharpening the syllables. “Don’t- don’t leave- ”
“Shane,” he said, because there was nothing else left. “Okay, I have to go put shoes on. But then I come back. I promise. I am not going far.”
He forced his fingers to uncurl from Shane’s, one by one. It felt like trying to peel his own skin off. He told himself that as long as he could feel the warm, sticky impression of Shane’s grip on his palm, the distance between them wasn’t real.
He stood too fast. The room tilted.

The edges of his vision greyed for a second.
-
The operator’s voice had stayed calm, even when his hadn’t.
«Скорая уже едет,» (“The ambulance is on its way.”) The words crackled in his ear. «Ты молодец, что позвонил. А теперь мне нужно, чтобы ты открыл им дверь и вышел ждать их на лестничную площадку, хорошо? Чтобы они быстрее тебя нашли.» (“You did the right thing by calling us. Now I need you to open the door for them and wait for them on the steps, okay? That way they'll find you faster.”)
He was kneeling by the bed with the phone pressed to his cheek, fingers still dug into his mother’s nightshirt. His knees hurt. His throat hurt. His mother’s curls were spread over the pillow, her face half-hidden, lips parted just enough that he kept staring, waiting for a breath that didn’t come.
He didn’t want to leave.
«Я не хочу оставлять маму,»  (“I don't want to leave my mom,”) he said, voice going high. «А если… если ей станет хуже, пока меня не будет? Она же будет совсем одна.» (“What if... what if she gets worse while I'm gone? She'll be all alone.”)
There was the smallest pause on the line.
«Ей очень плохо,» (“She's already very ill.”) the operator said gently. «Чтобы ей помочь, медики должны как можно быстрее попасть к вам. Ты же хочешь, чтобы они успели помочь твоей маме, правда?» (“To help her, the doctors need to get to you as quickly as possible. You want them to be able to help your mother, don't you?”)
He squeezed his eyes shut.
«Да,» (“Yes.”) he croaked. «Я хочу помочь.» (“I want to help.”)
«Тогда иди к двери» (“Then go to the door.”) she said. «И жди их на лестнице. Я с тобой на связи. Я никуда не уйду.» (“And wait for them on the stairs. I'll stay on the phone. I'm not going anywhere.”)
Her lashes lay dark on her cheeks. The strip of sunlight caught the fine lines at the corner of her eyes, the ones she complained about in the mirror and he’d never really noticed until now. Her mouth was slack in a way that was wrong, the corners pulled down, no annoyance, no sleepy smile. 
Just… nothing.
«Мама,» (“Mama,”) he whispered, leaning closer. «Я сейчас вернусь… быстро. Я только дверь открою, ладно? Врачей впущу. Я вернусь.» (“I'll be right back... quickly. I'm just going to open the door, okay? I'll let the doctors in. I'll be right back.”)
He said it like a promise, like it was something he could guarantee by wanting it enough.
She didn’t move.
He reached out and, without thinking, smoothed one curl back from her forehead the way she did to him when he had fevers. Her skin under his fingertips was still warm, but there was no twitch at his touch.
«Я сейчас вернусь» (“I'll be right back.”) he told her, the same way she would say to him. «Обещаю.»» (““I promise.”)
He set the phone on the bedside table with shaking fingers, the speaker turned up so the operator’s distant voice still filled the room, and forced himself to stand. Each step toward the door felt wrong, like he was walking away from the only thing that mattered.
At the doorway he looked back one last time, just to make sure, to fix her in his mind. His mother's blonde hair on the white pillow, her hand lax on the sheet, and her face turned slightly toward the wall in sleep. 
He didn’t know that would be the last time he’d ever see her face.
-
“Ilya,” Jess said gently. “Hey. You okay?”
“Yes,” he lied. “I am fine.”
He could feel their eyes on his back as he walked down the hallway to the front door. The house felt wrong. Too big. The distance between the living room and the doormat had never felt this long.
He turned back toward the entryway like his brain was lagging behind his feet.

The front door was wide open.

Cold air rushed in.

The ambulance lights painted the hallway in pulsing red.
Outside, the stretcher wheels clacked over the threshold.

Shane’s voice floated back, thin and frightened.
“Is she okay? Is she- why isn’t she moving?”
Jess’s calm answer overlapped it, steady as a metronome.
“We’re going to check her, Shane. We’re going to check her.”
Ilya’s shoes were on the mat.

His hands reached down.

His fingers didn’t work.
He stared at them like they belonged to someone else.
He couldn’t bend.

He couldn’t thread laces.

He couldn’t make the simple motion of putting his foot into a shoe.
His heart hammered so hard it felt like it was trying to leave.
His throat tightened.

He tried anyway.

He shoved one foot forward.

The shoe tipped over, fell on its side.
Stupid.

He was stupid.

He heard himself breathe, too fast, too shallow.
A hand touched his shoulder.
“Ilya.”

Yuna’s voice, close.
He turned his head like a man underwater.
She was kneeling already.

Without hesitation, without ceremony.

Like she had done this a hundred times.
“Ilya. Come on, sit. Let me help you.”
Yuna knelt in front of him.
It should have felt wrong, his mother-in-law kneeling to tie his laces.

It should have embarrassed him.

It should have made him say, ‘No, please, Yuna. I can do it, I am not a child.’
Instead it felt like the only real thing happening in their house.
Yuna guided Ilya’s foot into the shoe. The heel caught, but she adjusted and slid it fully on.
“Good,” she murmured, “There. Now the other one.”
Ilya stared at her face, unblinking. The steadiness in her eyes was almost terrifying to witness. Like she had decided she would not shatter until both of her sons were safe, and that single decision was holding her upright until it couldn’t.
He heard his own voice before he understood the thought behind it.

“We haven’t even picked her name,” he said.
The words came out flat and stupid and wrong, and then on the next breath they continued before Ilya could stop them. “We haven’t. We didn’t- he has a list, and I have a list, and we kept saying we’d talk about it later. When he felt better. We didn’t even decide yet.”
Yuna’s hands paused on Ilya’s laces.

“I know.” she said quietly.
Ilya’s vision blurred for a second and then snapped back.
“He can’t die,” Ilya said, and there it was, ugly and bare in the air between them. “I- I need him. I need…” His chest hurt. He forced the rest out. “I need help picking her name.”
Yuna’s eyes closed for half a second. When she opened them, they were wet but steady.
“He’s not going to die,” she said. It sounded so certain he almost believed her. “He’s too stubborn. And if he even thinks about it, I will kill him myself. Now put your foot down.”
He did. She tied the knot with quick, efficient fingers, double-knotting it like he was six years old and about to go play in the snow.
“There,” she said. “You’re good. Go on.”
Ilya didn’t move.
For a dizzy second, the angle is wrong and his brain supplies a missing piece.
-
It suddenly isn’t Yuna kneeling in front of him, it’s his mother. Her blonde curls are escaping her ponytail, and she has her usual cigarette balanced in the corner of her mouth as she double-knots his skates before Ilya’s early-morning practice.
«Я тебе шнурки затягиваю намертво, а ты всё равно их как-то ослабляешь и потом падаешь.» (“I tie your shoelaces tight, but you still manage to loosen them somehow and then fall.”) She’d muttered around the filter, affection threaded through every word. «Хорошо, что я всегда рядом, мой Ильюшка. Я всегда буду рядом поймаю тебя» (“It's good that I'm always there for you, my Ilyushka. I'll always be there to catch you.”)
-
Yuna stood, interrupting Ilya’s thoughts, and she looked at Ilya with that same steadiness again.
“Breathe,” she said, low.
Ilya dragged in air. It scraped.
“Go,” Yuna said.
Ilya ran.
Outside, the ambulance doors were open. The stretcher was already locked into place inside, Shane strapped down, pale and sweaty under the harsh interior lights. Jess was at his head, one hand on his shoulder, the other adjusting a mask near his face.
Mark was climbing into the back with Shane as Jess swung one door halfway shut and then turned back to Ilya.
“Front seat,” she said, jerking her chin toward the cab. “Buckle up as soon as you’re in.”
“But-” Ilya looked past her, into the interior of the ambulance. The stretcher, the cabinets, the straps. Shane on his side, eyes barely open, mouth slack. The space between them, suddenly an entire world.
“Our ambulance isn’t big enough for an extra person in the back with all the gear we need for him,” Jess said, and for the first time there was a hint of apology in her tone. “You’ll see him again in ten minutes. Twenty, max. He won’t be alone. I swear.”
He knew she was right. He knew, intellectually, that he would be in the way. That if Shane seized again, they’d need space to move, to work. That his panic wouldn’t help.
His feet didn’t want to move anyway.

He half-turned, just long enough to see Yuna and David on the porch.
“We’ll be right behind you,” Yuna called down. “Text when you get there.”
He nodded, not trusting his voice.
He climbed into the passenger seat of the ambulance. The cab smelled like coffee and antiseptic and old vinyl. There were fast-food napkins stuffed into the door pocket, a stained sudoku book, left open on the dash.
When Ilya’s mother died, there had been sirens too, albeit eventually.
He remembers the distant warble growing louder as he sat on the stoop because the person who had answered when he called 112 had told him to go outside and to wait for the paramedics. He remembers thinking stupidly that ambulances were for people who could still be helped.
The last time Ilya saw his mother, they’d carried her past him on a stretcher with a sheet over her face. Now, the stretcher was behind him, separated by a thin wall and a square of glass.
No sheet. Not yet.

Just Shane’s too-pale profile and Mark’s shoulders moving as he works.
Jess slams the ambulance into gear. “You sit. You breathe. Let us drive,” she says.
He presses his palm flat against his thigh, feeling the phantom imprint of Shane’s grip there. In the back, his husband is strapped down, not moving much, and his brain keeps trying to overlay his mother’s outline over Shane’s.
She’s not moving. 

Ilya, she’s not moving-
He forces himself to look forward, not back, fingers curling into a fist.
This time, he tells himself, over the howl of the siren, over the pounding in his chest, that the outcome of this will be different.
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  The ambulance doors slammed.
The sound felt like it shoved itself into Yuna’s chest rather than her ears. It was hollow and final, like a period at the end of a sentence she hadn’t finished reading yet.
Then the siren rose once more as the vehicle drove back down the driveway, red lights washing over the damp October leaves and the front of Shane and Ilya’s house in pulses. For a split second, she swore she could see Shane’s pale profile through the square of glass in the rear doors.
Then the angle changed as the ambulance drove further and further away. The taillights turned, the siren fell away, and Yuna was left standing on her son’s front steps with her husband’s hand tight around her own.
The sudden quiet after the siren cut off made her ears ring more than the actual sirens had.
Beside her, David exhaled.
It sounded like something heavy leaving his lungs and not quite clearing his ribs.
“Okay,” he said softly. “Okay.”
Yuna stared at the street a moment longer, at the wet shine where the ambulance tires had been, the faint smell of exhaust in the cold air. Her fingers clenched around David’s without thinking.
She inhaled and pushed the air out again, the way she’d been telling Shane all week. In. Out. Two. Three.
Then she forced herself to move.
“Bags,” she said finally.
Her voice came out too brisk, like she was scolding herself. “We need to pack bags. The baby stuff. Shane’s things. I don’t even think Ilya has a proper bag packed for any of them, I had told him to pack one even though they were supposed to have weeks but I don’t think he ever did-”
She realized she was already halfway back inside as she spoke.
Her feet knew the route before her brain caught up.
Inside, the house looked wrong.
The living room still had the echo of voices in it, the Montreal–Anaheim game’s commentary babbling on low from the TV, the indentation of Shane’s body in the couch cushion, the pillow he’d had under his head slightly skewed. A damp washcloth abandoned on the coffee table. The blood pressure cuff lay on the rug where Ilya had dropped it, the tubing coiled like a discarded snake. The blood on the rug was a dark stain she refused to look at for more than a second.
Her throat tightened. She swallowed it down.
“We’ll get it later,” she muttered, more to herself than David. “The rug. It’s fine. I’ll figure it out later. It’d be easier to clean now, but I’ve never had a stain I couldn’t get out of anything. It’s fine. I’ll handle it.”
The volume of the TV was low, a mindless drone.
Yuna grabbed the remote and turned it off.
The silence pressed in on her, louder than the commentary had been.
“Suitcase,” she said briskly. “Shane’s clothes. Toiletries. Chargers. Hospital paperwork. Baby stuff. Car seat.” She ticked them off on her fingers like she was reciting a grocery list. “Ilya’s things. We don’t know how long-”
Her voice snagged on the last word.
She forced it through.
“-we’ll be there.”
She headed for the stairs, then changed direction toward the hallway instead.
Hospital bag first.
No, two hospital bags.
One for Shane, one for the baby.
“Yuna,” David said quietly behind her. “What do you want me to do? What would help?”
“Go grab clothes,” she said immediately. “Find something comfortable for Shane. Grab him another hoodie. Sweatpants. Underwear. Socks. The soft ones, not those stupid compression things he likes. And his charger. Both chargers. They have different phones so they need both.”
“Okay,” David said, already moving.
Yuna went to the nursery where they’d been staging baby stuff. The crib was done, most of the shelves had been filled by now but it wasn’t finished yet. They were supposed to have a couple more weeks, but at least the diaper bag sat half-packed on the chair.
She grabbed it, dumped it onto the floor, and made herself think.
Diapers. Wipes. Swaddle blankets. Tiny hats. A onesie. No, three onesies.
Who knew how long they’d be there? She shoved them in, folding nothing.
Her hands shook.
“Stop that,” she scolded them sharply. “We do not have time for this.”
Her fingers did not particularly care what they had time for.
They shook anyway as she reached for the tiny folded clothes.
---
The first time, it had been a faint pink smudge on toilet tissue.
Yuna had been twenty-seven. The bathroom in their old Montreal apartment had been small and the tile had cracked in one corner where David had dropped something heavy the day they moved in. She’d been sitting on the toilet in her old university t-shirt and David’s boxers, toothbrush in her mouth, feeling nauseous and a little terrified.
She’d spit, wiped, and then blinked at the smear.
It had been such an ordinary color. Not dramatic. Not anything like the movies.
She’d stared at it while her pulse climbed.
“No,” she’d said quietly, to her own body. “No. Don’t you dare.”
By the time she called the clinic, there’d been more blood. By the time she got there, there’d been cramps. By the time they’d done the ultrasound, there’d been nothing left to see.
“This was very early,” they’d told her kindly. “Miscarriages like this happen all the time, unfortunately.”
This had not felt 'very early' to either Yuna or David.
It had felt like a door closing on something she’d only just barely realized she wanted.
“Next time,” they’d said. “You’re young. It’ll happen.”
Yuna had nodded. She’d gone home.
She’d cleaned the bathroom tiles. Twice. 
She hadn’t cried.
---
Yuna flung a packet of newborn diapers into the bag with a little more force than necessary. The plastic crinkled and Yuna fought the instinct to smooth it out. David appeared in the doorway with an armful of clothes, his expression a careful neutral.
“I got his grey hoodie,” he said. “The one he likes. The soft sweatpants, they smell relatively clean. Grabbed underwear, socks, shirt. All that stuff.”
“Fine,” Yuna said. “Throw them in a bag.”
He did. He folded them automatically, because he was David and he couldn’t help himself.
It was such a normal thing, watching her husband fold their son’s clothes.
The kind of normal that had always meant safety in her eyes. 
Today it made her want to scream.
“And I grabbed the chargers,” David added, placing them on top. “And his glasses.”
“Good,” Yuna said. “Good.”
---
The second time, Yuna made it to eight weeks.
She’d let herself breathe that time.
Only a little bit.
She’d bought a book. Nothing with flowers on it, or anything that was too positive and happy. It was something practical about fetal development with diagrams that looked like something out of a science textbook. She’d put it in her cabinet by their bed, its spine facing inward against the side of the drawer so you couldn’t read it unless you pulled it out.
She’d let herself imagine telling David in a fun way. A stupid pun on a card. A tiny little Montreal jersey hidden in his pillowcase. Her favorite idea was just simply handing him the pregnancy test and watching his face as he processed what he was holding. Watching him feel all the same feelings she had felt. 
Instead she’d told him in a hospital room.
“Again?” he’d said, voice breaking on the last syllable.
“Again,” she’d said.
He’d put his head in his hands then shuffled over to hug Yuna tight to his chest, and cry into her shoulder. She’d stared at the scuffed floor tiles past David’s hair and felt rage in her chest so bright and hot she’d almost choked on it.
At what, she hadn’t been sure.
Her own body, mainly. But also at the faceless cluster of cells that hadn’t stuck around long enough to become anything more. But still simultaneously somehow felt like the most important thing to happen and then be suddenly taken away. Again.
She’d sat in the shower that night, water pounding down, and pressed her palms to her flat belly.
“What is wrong with you?” she’d whispered to it. 
She’d hated herself for thinking it even as she thought it.
She hadn’t cried then either.
Not properly.
---
“Yuna?”
David’s voice was closer than she’d expected. They’d packed both bags and were standing at the bottom of the stairs. Yuna hadn’t realized she’d stopped walking and instead, had been standing very still.
She turned her head automatically. “Mm?”
“Do you know what we need to grab from over there?” David asked softly. He nodded toward the kitchen table, half of it still perpetually filled with hospital paperwork and appointment cards. “Did you want any of those?”
“Oh. Yes.” Yuna walked past David, reaching for the folder Shane had been keeping all his doctor handouts in. “We might as well grab everything in case they need it. His NST schedule… his birth plan… And the insurance stuff…And-”
The corner of something else caught her eye. A couple smaller pieces of paper, folded neatly, tucked underneath a stack of After Appointment Summaries they’d gotten from Shane’s appointments. 
Baby names.
Two sheets, actually. One in Shane’s neat, cramped print. One in big, blocky letters that could only be Ilya’s.
She’d seen them before in passing. She’d seen Shane’s, and she’d known that Ilya had started one. She also knew they hadn’t actually had time to discuss together what name they’d want for their daughter. 
Yuna pulled both lists out from underneath the stack without thinking, tucking them into the folder. Then, because her brain was mean and her heart was stupid, she opened the folder back up and looked.
Shane’s list was basically the same she’d seen a couple weeks ago. His clean, precise handwriting. Names in a column with pros and cons in brackets beside each.
They were mostly Russian names, with a few Japanese names she recognized.
Some were underlined. Some had little question marks beside them.
Yuna’s throat tightened. She set Shane's list down before she skimmed Ilya’s.
His handwriting was a disaster. Names wandered from the margin. Fewer names. Many more question marks. Ilya had written “First name????” at the top and underlined the question marks three times.
Yuna’s gaze fell to one line near the middle.
Written in a column labeled ‘Middle Name’, there was only one name.
Yuna.
And then, beside it, in parentheses:
(if Shane likes…?)
Her name was circled. Twice.
The page blurred in Yuna’s hand.
Yuna had always thought of herself as practical. Not sentimental. She kept the good birthday cards and recycled the rest. She did not cry at commercials. She had packed away every tiny dress and hair bow from Shane’s baby years without letting herself linger over them for more than a minute.
She had promised herself she wouldn’t do this today. That she would wait until Shane and the baby were safe in a hospital room, until there was a crib with hospital sheets and a fussing newborn and a plastic bassinet.
She’d promised herself she’d stay together until her son didn’t need her to anymore. Until he had Ilya on one side and a nurse on the other and didn’t need his mother’s body language to tell him whether to be afraid.
But seeing those four letters in Ilya’s messy handwriting, tucked between other scribbles, hit her like a punch.
Her name. Not as a joke. Not as a placeholder. It was there, on purpose, for a little person who did not yet exist outside of hospital monitors and ultrasound printouts.
For a baby who might never get to wear it.
Something in Yuna’s chest broke.
The tears came so fast she didn’t have time to get annoyed at herself first.
One blink, dry.
The next, wet.
Her throat closed. Her hand shook, the paper blurring in front of her.
She made a small, ugly sound, one she hadn’t heard from herself in years.
“Yun,” David said, alarmed. “Hey- hey, hey.”
He was there in two steps. The lists crinkled in her fist as she clutched them.
“Look,” she managed, thrusting the paper toward him like evidence. “Look what he-”
David took the sheet gently. His eyes flicked down, scanned the line, and went soft.
“Oh, sweetheart,” he said quietly.
Yuna pressed the heel of her free hand hard against her mouth.
“He-” she tried again. “He wrote-”
“I see,” David said. He set the paper down carefully on the table once more, like it was fragile, and then his hands were on her shoulders.
His thumbs pressed into the tension there, kneading in little circles.
“I can’t-” Yuna gasped. It felt ridiculous, almost insulting. She had held herself together through everything. Through the first ultrasound. Through the conversations about dysphoria and what this pregnancy meant for Shane. Through the blood pressure readings creeping up, the non-stress tests, the anemia talk, the first Braxton Hicks episode on the highway, the seizure on the living room rug.
She’d done what she always did: she catalogued, she managed, and she moved forward.
Now a stupid piece of paper with her name on it was what undid her.
“It’s not fair,” she said, the words ripped out of somewhere deep. “David, it’s not- how much more-”
“I know,” he murmured, pulling her in.
She resisted for half a second on reflex, she’d always been the one doing the holding, not the one being held, and then something gave.
She sagged into him.
His arms wrapped around her, strong and familiar. His sweater smelled like detergent and the faint spice of his aftershave. His chin rested on the top of her head.
And Yuna, who had not really cried-cried since the day she realized her body might never do the one thing she’d thought it was designed to do, finally let go.
The sob hit so hard it startled her.
She clutched at David’s sides, fingers digging into his ribs, as her whole body shook.
“I can’t- ” she said into his chest. “I can’t lose him, David.”
“I know,” he said. His voice was thick too.
“I can’t lose her either,” she added, the word ‘her’ catching on a sob. “Not after- after Shane just really started to-”
His hand came up to cradle the back of her head, palm warm against her neck.
“We don’t know anything yet,” he said. “Shane is stubborn. You know that. And if kid is anything like either of them, she’s probably already trying to fight the nurses.”
Yuna let out a wet, half-laugh, half-sob.
“I was so scared,” she blurted, words tumbling now. “After everything. When he was born… I’d spent nine months being angry at my own body…”
---
The third time, the loss had been late enough that Yuna had started picking names.
Just in her head. She hadn’t written anything down. She hadn’t made any purchases. 
She had let herself walk around with her hand on her stomach, feeling the smallest flutter and allowing herself, for the first time, to imagine a future beyond the next blood test.
The cramps had started in the middle of the night.
By the time they’d gotten to the hospital, there’d been no heartbeat.
“Sometimes,” the doctor had said, “the body recognizes something that we can’t see on scans, and it makes the decision to let go.”
It was meant to comfort.
It had not.
Yuna remembered the shape of the doctor’s mouth forming the words “let go” and thinking, ‘I didn’t decide to let go of anything.’
She’d bled in a hospital bed and stared at a ceiling tile and thought, over and over, ‘I hate you, I hate you, I hate you’ without being entirely sure whether she meant her body, the non-baby inside it, the useless doctor, or herself.
She’d gone home and made food she hadn’t eaten, and then she’d sat on the floor of their tiny living room with her back against the couch and her knees pulled up to her chest and had finally, finally cried until her ribs hurt.
That was the first time she’d really cried. Properly.
Ribs aching, face hot, no control left.
After that, she’d told David, “If this happens again, I’m done.”
He’d nodded. Eyes red.
“Okay,” he’d said. “If that’s what you want.”
She hadn’t been sure what she wanted. She only knew she couldn’t survive that particular kind of hope again. Not untouched. Not again. 
Weeks later, when the first faint nausea had hit, she’d sat on the edge of the bathtub with a positive test in her shaking hand and thought, ‘Oh, you reckless hopeful idiot.’
---
“I remember,” David said now, voice soft, his cheek against her hair. “You were so quiet. I kept waiting for you to… do something. Threaten me. Threaten the doctors.”
Yuna huffed.
“I couldn’t even look at him at first,” she said. “When they put him on my chest. I was so… angry. At everything. At my body and at him for existing. And then…”
She could still feel it.
The weight.
So small, and yet somehow the heaviest thing she’d ever held.
---
When Shane was born, pink and squalling and furious about being removed from his warm, watery universe, he had been placed on Yuna’s chest in a swirl of medicated bright light.
Her body had been all wrong, sore and unfamiliar.
The room had smelled like antiseptic and sweat and something metallic.
“Congratulations,” someone had said.
Yuna had looked down.
The baby had been angry about the entire situation, which she’d respected immediately. Tiny fists balled, face scrunched, mouth open in an outraged wail.
She’d been so afraid she’d feel… nothing. Or worse, that she’d feel the wrong things.
What she’d felt instead had been terror.
Not of him. Of herself.
Shane’d calmed when she’d spoken, just a little.
“Hey, baby girl,” she’d whispered, “Hi. It’s me.”
The sound he’d made then, somewhere between a snuffle and a sob, had hit some chord in her that had never been played before.
Love hadn’t come all at once, like the movies said. It had come in waves. Nausea and fear and simmering anger and then, despite everything, love. 
---
“I want that for him,” she whispered now, gripping David harder. “For Shane. I want… I want him to have that moment. Where it’s just her. Just- his kid.”
David’s arms tightened around her.
“We’re going to get him there,” he said, like a promise.
She wished she could believe it with the whole of herself.
She believed it enough to keep moving.
Eventually, the sobs tapered to a damp, hiccupy quiet. Yuna swiped her face with both hands, irritated at the wetness, the way it made her nose stuffy.
“Okay,” she said hoarsely. “Okay. Enough. No more of that.”
David huffed a soft laugh. “Yes, ma’am.”
She leaned up and kissed his cheek, quick, efficient, like she always did, and then pulled back.
Yuna scooped up the baby name lists and slid them into the folder properly this time, smoothing the creases with her palm. She pressed her fingers briefly over her own name in Ilya’s blocky script.
“Don’t you dare,” she muttered to the universe. “Don’t you dare make Ilya pick this without him.”
---
The drive to the hospital was a blur of traffic lights and white lane markings.
Yuna sat in the passenger seat of their car while David drove, her seatbelt cutting across her chest in a way that felt vaguely threatening. The bags sat in the back seat: Shane’s, the baby’s, Ilya’s. The folder with the paperwork and the name lists was wedged between her knees.
The sky was one of those flat grey late-October skies, clouds pressing low, the world washed out.
At a red light, David’s hand drifted off the wheel for a second and found her knee.
“You okay?” he asked.
“No,” she said. “You?”
“No,” he agreed.
They stayed like that until the light turned green.
“We should… text Hayden and Jackie,” David said at one point, eyes still on the road. “Let them know what’s going on.”
“Not yet,” Yuna said immediately. “Not until we have something to tell them beyond ‘everything is awful.’ They’ll just throw themselves in the car, and the Metros are probably about to head to Ottawa after their game anyways. By the time they get here, hopefully we'll have answers. Right now, we don’t know what we’re walking into. Let’s get there first.”
He nodded.
“Okay,” he said. “When we know… something, we call.”
She nodded back.
The hospital rose into view, all glass and brick and unnecessary architectural flourishes. The parking lot was half full. The ambulance bay had a cluster of red and white vehicles nosed into spaces like resting animals.
One of them, she knew, had carried her son here.
David pulled into a spot in the visitor lot. His hands shook a little when he put the car into park.
They sat for a heartbeat longer.
“Ready?” he asked.
“No,” she said, and opened the door anyway.
The automatic doors whooshed open. The smell hit her first. Disinfectant. Cafeteria food. That weird sterile chill that made all hospitals feel like they existed in their own weather system. For a second, she was twenty-nine again, clutching a paper cup and waiting for someone in scrubs to tell her whether she still had a uterus or a child left.
“Hi,” David said to the person at the front desk. “Our son, Shane Hollander. He was brought in by ambulance. He’s thirty-six and a half weeks pregnant, and he had a seizure-”
The person sat at the desk nodded, fingers already moving over the keyboard.
“Labor and delivery,” she said. “Fourth floor. They’ll have information. Elevator bank down that hall, on the right.”
She slid two visitor stickers across the counter.
Yuna slapped hers onto her chest without looking at it.
David stuck his on crooked.
“Thank you,” Yuna said.
Her voice sounded impressively normal. Go her.
The elevator ride up took roughly seventeen hours.
Yuna watched the numbers light up…2….3……..4.
The sign overhead said LABOR & DELIVERY in block letters that made Yuna’s stomach flip.
The doors opened on four with a soft chime.
They approached the desk. A nurse with tired eyes and a colorful badge reel looked up.
“Hi,” Yuna said. “We're here for our son, Shane Hollander. He’s thirty-six and a half weeks pregnant, and he had a seizure and was brought here. Is he okay?”
The nurse’s gaze softened.
“Yes,” she said immediately. “He got here about… twenty minutes ago.” She glanced at her screen. “They took him straight into the OR. Emergency c-section. Are you his parents?”
“Yes,” Yuna said, her eyes drifting across the small room when her heart stuttered.
There, in the corner of the waiting area, hunched in a chair like he was trying to collapse into himself, was Ilya.
For a second, Yuna’s brain refused to parse the image.
Ilya was supposed to be in the OR. In paper scrubs, by Shane’s head, holding his hand while they did the c-section. They had discussed this in depth in Shane’s birth plan, and it was the only thing her son seemed to feel strongly about: he wanted his husband there. 
And somehow, instead Ilya was here.
His elbows rested on his knees, hands clasped so tightly Yuna could see the tendons in his forearms. His fingers were laced around the little gold cross at his neck. His head was bowed, eyes squeezed shut, lips moving soundlessly.
He looked like he was praying. Yuna wasn’t sure she’d ever actually seen him pray before.
He wore his Centaurs hoodie and joggers, the ones he’d left the house in, damp around the hems. His hair was a mess, sticking up in tufts like he’d dragged his hands through it. 
The sight of him out here, instead of in there, made her stomach drop.
‘That’s not right,’ she thought, almost absurdly. ‘That’s not the plan.’
The nurse was still talking. Something about waiting room, about “we’ll let you know as soon as we hear anything,” about “do you have his health card number?” David was answering, handing over the folder.
Yuna moved toward Ilya like the rest of the world had gone underwater.
“Ilya,” she said gently.
His head jerked up. For a second, he looked both older and younger than she’d ever seen him. There were tear tracks dried on his cheeks, his eyes bloodshot. His mouth was pressed into a hard line, like if he loosened it everything inside might spill out.
“Yuna,” he said.
His voice was shredded. It sounded like it had been dragged over gravel.
“David.”
He tried to stand and misjudged the motion, almost overshooting. Yuna reached out automatically, hand on his forearm, steadying him.
“Hey,” she said. “Sit. It’s okay. Sit.”
He sat. 
“Why are you out here?” Yuna asked, keeping her voice as calm as she could. “They haven’t started yet? Did something happen?”
It felt obscene, asking questions when she could see the answer all over his face, but she needed information more than she needed politeness. Information meant action. Action meant she didn’t have to think.
“I tried,” Ilya said, the words tumbling. “They did not let me. They… when we got here, they took him into… triage? There were… six people. Maybe more. They talked so fast.” He sucked in a breath, visibly working to slow himself. “They checked his blood pressure again. They put more IVs. They did… ultrasound on baby. The doctor said… the placenta is coming off? That there is bleeding. Inside. They said the baby’s heart is… not happy. That they have to…” He searched for the word, hand flexing helplessly. “Crash. Crash c-section. Now.”
His mouth twisted.
“I told Shane… I told him they will fix it,” Ilya said, “Because what else can I say? I told him I will be there when they bring her out. I promised him.” His voice cracked on the last word. He forced it down. “And then the nurse, she stops me at door. She says, ‘Only staff beyond this point.’ I say, ‘I am husband.’ She says, ‘He is going under general. You cannot be in there. You wait here.’” He laughed, a ragged, disbelieving sound. “I tried to go anyway. They said no. They said too many people, too much going on because it's an emergency. I…” He dropped his head into his hands. “I promised him I will be there. I told him he will not be alone. And now he is in there and I am out here and I-”
His voice broke.
Yuna didn’t think. She stepped forward and put both hands on his wrists, pulling his hands gently down from his face.
“Hey,” she said. She had to tip her head back to look him in the eye. “Look at me.”
He did, reluctantly.
Up close, the fine tremor in his hands was more obvious. The cross chain had left little red indentations in his skin.
“You did everything right,” she said, slow and certain, the way she used to talk to Shane when he’d flubbed a tryout and was determined it meant something about his entire worth. “You got him here. You told the paramedics everything. You held his hand all the way up to the OR doors. You did your job.”
“My job was to be with him,” Ilya said hoarsely. “To hold his hand while they… cut him. To talk to him so he does not think too much. To talk to baby so she hears me when she comes out. I told him I would. I said, ‘I will be there. I swear.’ And then they take him and they close door and I-” He swallowed hard, throat working. “He is going to wake up and think I broke my promise.”
Yuna’s chest hurt.
Behind her, David shifted. “He won’t,” David said quietly. “Trust me. He won’t.”
Ilya shook his head, frustrated, like the reassurance bounced off him.
“You do not know,” he said. “He always… he says these things. ‘You don’t have to stay, Ilya. It’s okay. I can do it alone.’ He says, ‘You can go. I am fine.’” Ilya’s hands clenched. “He says it like he is doing me favor. I keep telling him I am not leaving. And today… I left. I walked away from him on the stretcher. I… let go.” 
He looked up at Yuna like he expected her to confirm his worst fear.
Yuna sat down beside him, so close their shoulders almost touched.
“You did not let go,” she said firmly. “They took him. There’s a difference.”
Ilya stared at her, breathing hard.
“He is my family,” he said, like it was the only prayer that mattered. “She is my family. Should be me in there.”
“I know,” she said softly. And she did. She’d spent the last thirty-one years thinking the same thing every time Shane got hurt. “And the best thing we can do for them right now is be here for when they come out. So they don’t have to do the next part alone.”
He made a small, broken sound and scrubbed the heels of his hands over his face.
“I don’t know how to do this,” he admitted, voice barely above a whisper. “Sit and wait. I feel like my skin is… too small. Like if I move I will break something, and if I don’t move I will break.” He laughed again, bitter. “What if…What if he does not wake up?”
The question sat, heavy and awful, between them.
It was the same question that had been churning in Yuna’s own chest since she’d watched his body seize on the rug.
“I don’t know,” she said quietly.
It felt obscene to say it, but she’d promised herself a long time ago that her son deserved the truth, even when it hurt. His husband deserved the same.
“What if she doesn’t?” Ilya asked then, the second hypothetical hitting just as hard. “What if the baby…”
He didn’t finish.
Yuna blinked slowly, the fluorescent lights overhead stinging her eyes.
“We will handle it,” she said. “One way or another. We will handle it. But until someone comes out of those doors,” she nodded again at the OR, “we don’t know anything.”
Ilya made a low, pained noise and bowed his head again.
His shoulders shook once, twice.
Yuna slid her hand from his to his back, rubbing small circles between his shoulder blades. It was an automatic motion, she’d done it for Shane when he was small and feverish and for David when his father died.
“I am so scared,” Ilya admitted, voice cracking. “I am… so scared, Yuna. I cannot lose him. I cannot. I just got him. I just- we just got here. To this… place. Where things are… good. Where he laughs. Where he is happy. Where he…” He let out a breath that sounded like a sob. “Where he wants this baby. I cannot lose that. I cannot.”
Yuna’s own throat tightened again. She pressed her palm a little firmer into his back.
“I know,” she said. “Me either.”
David stood nearby, hands shoved into his coat pockets, looking older than she’d ever seen him. He watched them, eyes dark, and then sat beside Ilya, resting a hand on his shoulder.
The three of them sat like that in the too-bright waiting room. Around them, the hospital hummed with its own rhythms, footsteps in the hall, a cart squeaking, a baby crying somewhere distant, a monitor beeping.
They waited.
The doors stayed closed.
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  Ilya kept seeing Shane’s face.
Not the way he’d looked on the floor at their home. Not the awful, stiff-arched moment in their own living room, not the slackness afterwards either. His brain had helpfully blurred those edges already, smoothed them over with white noise and static.
No, the image that kept looping in his head was the one from the hallway outside the OR.
It was the look Shane had given him just before they wheeled him away, his brown eyes blown wide, skin the color of paper under the fluorescent lights, damp hair stuck to his temple, the oxygen cannula pulling at his nose. His hand, with the IV taped to the back, had clutched at Ilya’s wrist as the brakes of the stretcher squealed.
“Ilya,” Shane had said, voice thin and frayed. “You’re coming, right? You’ll- you’ll be there, they said you can- you’ll be there when she- ”
His words had stuttered around the pain in his head, around the nausea, around the fact that his brain was already doing something wrong. He’d swallowed hard, throat working, and looked at Ilya like he was the last solid thing in a room that wouldn’t stop tilting.
Ilya had bent over him, feeling the plastic handrail dig into his stomach.
“I am coming,” he’d said. It had come out automatic, the exact same way breathing did. “I will be there. I promise. I will not leave.”
He’d meant it. He hadn’t understood, then, that a promise like that could be true and still not enough to make it happen.
They’d started rolling the stretcher again, toward the double doors at the end of the corridor. The sign above them read OBSTETRIC OPERATING ROOMS in block blue letters. One of the nurses had shouted something down the hallway that Ilya hadn’t caught. Another had already been on the phone, calling for more people, more hands, more everything.
Shane had been panting, eyes half-squeezed shut against the light, one hand curled over his stomach like he could hold their daughter in with sheer will.
“Ilya,” he’d said again, panic sharpening the syllables. “Don’t let go, okay? Don’t leave, I can’t-”
“I’m not leaving,” Ilya had said, “I swear. I will be right there. I will talk to you whole time-”
A nurse had cut in, her voice brisk but not unkind.

“I’m sorry, sir, you can’t go back there with him,” she’d said, stepping into his path just as the doors swung open a crack. “He’s going to sleep with general anesthesia, so no support people are allowed when we’re putting him under. We’ll bring you back to Recovery when he’s awake.”
“What? I am his husband,” Ilya had said. “I have to-”
“Under general we don’t have anyone but staff in the room,” she’d repeated, louder over the noise. “There’s going to be a lot of people in there. We need the space. I promise, we’ll take good care of him and the baby.”
It wasn’t the first time someone had said that to him today, and it still wasn’t enough for Ilya.
“Please,” Shane had said, voice rising, breaking. He’d twisted on the stretcher with a force that almost took the IV pole with him. “Please, he’s-he’s my husband, I need him, I-please, can he come-?”
His words had dissolved into a hiccupped breath. His eyes had found Ilya’s again, wild and wet. Tears had spilled over, tracking down the sides of his face into his hair.
Ilya had tried to step around the nurse, avoiding her arm trying to guide him away from the stretcher. His shoulder had hit the edge of the swinging door.
“I will stay in corner,” he’d said, begged, almost. He had not begged for anything since he was a kid. “I will not touch anything. I will not be in way. He is scared. Let me go with him.”
A man in scrubs had appeared then, one hand on the stretcher, the other on the door, eyes apologetic and implacable.
“I know this is awful,” he’d said. “But we can’t have you in there. We’re going to be moving very fast. It’s safer for him and the baby if we have only essential staff.”
“I am essential,” Ilya insisted, wrenching his arm back from yet another grab meant to pull him away.
Shane had reached for him, hand straining against the IV line.

“Please,” he’d whispered. “Please don’t leave. I don’t- I don’t want to be alone-”
Ilya had leaned in as far as he could, until his chest was pressed to the rail and his back to the half-open door. He’d cupped Shane’s cheek in his palm for one second, one, before someone said ‘watch the line’, and forced his voice not to shake.
“I am not leaving you,” he’d said, staring into Shane’s eyes. “I am right here. I will be here when you wake up. When she is here. I promise, Shane. Look at me. I promise.”
Shane’s face had crumpled. His lashes had fluttered, damp and clumped together.
“I love you,” Shane had said, or tried to. It had come out slurred. “Tell her- I love her too. Please.”
“You will tell her yourself,” Ilya had said, with a certainty he willed into being. “You tell her yourself, okay?”
“O-Okay,” Shane had whispered.
The nurse had given Ilya one last, apologetic look, then pushed.
The double doors had swung open with a hiss. The bright, too-white light of the OR had spilled out. The last thing Ilya had seen, through the little square window as they rolled Shane away, was his husband’s face tilting toward him.
For a heartbeat, Ilya could see him.

Then the angle had changed, and Shane’s face had been gone.
The doors had swung shut. The little window had become a square of light and motion without edges. People in different colored scrubs moved behind it, shapes with no faces, a careful choreography that meant nothing to him.
Ilya had stood in the hallway, hand on glass, heart pounding against his sternum so hard it hurt, and had thought, wildly, stupidly:
If I move away from this door, if I stop looking, something worse will happen.
He wasn’t sure, now, how long he’d been there before someone had gently, firmly steered him away. Before he ended up in the waiting room with the ugly chairs and the smell of bad coffee and the too-bright lights, his fingers wrapped so tight around his mother’s cross at his neck that the edges had left marks in his skin.
He wasn’t sure how long he sat there with his eyes closed, mouth moving soundlessly, trying to ask his mom to watch over Shane and his daughter, before someone said his name.
“Are you the family of Shane Hollander?”
The voice cut through his thoughts like someone had opened a window.
Ilya’s head snapped up.
A man in scrubs stood in front of them, just inside the line of chairs. He wasn’t the same one who’d blocked the OR door. This one was older, maybe in his fifties, with greying hair flattened under his cap and tired lines bracketing his mouth. His surgical mask was hanging loose around his neck now, his hands washed and visibly clean, a paper cap still clinging to his hair.
“Are you here for Shane Hollander?” he repeated, glancing between Ilya, Yuna, and David.
“Yes,” Ilya said, his voice coming out rough. He got to his feet too fast. The room tilted, then steadied. “We are, yes.”
He’d never wished more that Shane were the one talking to the doctor instead of him. Ilya had grown pretty comfortable with his English over the years, but at Shane’s appointments, when doctors began speaking in medical terms, he felt as lost as he had when he first came to Canada in 2008. Shane always knew what questions to ask. And he always knew how to explain anything to Ilya that he didn’t understand afterwards. Right now, Ilya’s brain was just electricity and static.
“I’m Dr. Rogers,” the man said. “I’m the maternal-fetal medicine specialist on call, and I did your husband’s C-section.”
“How is he?” Ilya blurted. “How is- How’s Shane? And the baby? Are they-”
He couldn’t make himself say alive.
Dr. Rogers’s expression eased in a way that made Ilya’s knees wobble.
“They’re both alive,” he said immediately, clearly used to jumping ahead to the answer everyone needed first. “Your husband is in the ICU, and your daughter is in the Special Care Nursery, but they’re both here. They both made it through surgery.”
For a second, the world seemed to go startlingly quiet.
Alive.
The word hit like he’d been underwater and had just broken the surface.
“Okay… Okay,” Ilya said.
A chair creaked behind him. Yuna’s hand closed around his forearm, tight and trembling.
“Thank you,” she said hoarsely. “Can you tell us what happened? We know bits and pieces but-”
“Of course,” Dr. Rogers said. “Why don’t we sit down? This might take a minute.”
Ilya didn’t want to sit. Every part of his body itched to move, pace, do anything but be still. Still felt too much like… stopped.
But the doctor looked like he’d prefer not to deliver this talk to a man who might spontaneously fall over, so Ilya let Yuna gently nudge him back into his chair. Dr. Rogers pulled another one over, sitting across from them, elbows resting on his knees, hands folded.
“Okay,” he said again. “So. Shane came in with severe preeclampsia, as you all know, that’s when blood pressure is very high in pregnancy, and it starts to affect different organs. From what the paramedics and your clinic told us, he’d been having a severe headache, visual changes, and that right-sided pain under his ribs.”
Ilya nodded, throat tight. “He said his head hurt,” he said. “And… his side. The doctor said to call if it get worse and we- he-”
“It sounds like you did call,” Dr. Rogers said gently. “You were already on your way in when his blood pressure spiked further and he had a seizure. That’s called eclampsia, when preeclampsia progresses to seizures. It’s a very serious complication. You did exactly the right thing bringing him in when you did.”
Ilya swallowed hard. His tongue felt thick.
“He- he said the baby was not moving,” Ilya said, fingers digging into the fabric of his joggers. “In the ambulance. At home. He kept saying she was not moving. Is she- I mean, did something-”
Dr. Rogers nodded. “Right. So. When Shane got to us, we put him on a continuous fetal monitor. That’s the belts with the little disks that measure the baby’s heart rate and your husband’s contractions. We also repeated his blood pressure and took a look with ultrasound.”
He paused, choosing his words. Ilya watched his face, wanting to yank the rest of the sentences out of him.
“The baby’s heart rate pattern was concerning,” Dr. Rogers said finally. “There were decelerations, which means that her heart rate was dropping. Coupled with bleeding from his vagina and his abdomen was very tender on the right side. Those are all signs that the placenta might be starting to separate from the uterus. We call that a placental abruption.”
“What does that mean?” David asked quietly. His voice sounded strangled, like he was afraid the answer would be too big for them to hold.
“The placenta is what supplies the baby with oxygen and nutrients through the umbilical cord,” Dr. Rogers said, slipping into a cadence that sounded like he’d given this talk a hundred times and still wished he hadn’t had to. “When part or all of it starts to detach, the baby essentially starts losing her air and food supply. It’s also very painful for the pregnant person, coupled with excessive bleeding, and the baby shows distress on the monitor.”
“How bad is that? What happens…” Yuna trailed off, her hand tightening around Ilya’s wrist.
Dr. Rogers met her eyes.
“With a placental abruption, you can lose both the parent and the baby quite fast,” he said, simply. “If the placenta completely separates, the baby doesn’t get any oxygen. At the same time, the pregnant person can hemorrhage and lose a lot of blood very quickly. It’s a significant emergency for both the pregnant person and the baby.”
Ilya’s heart thudded loud in his ears. He could feel the phantom weight of Shane’s fingers in his hand again, the way they’d gone limp.
“So we moved as fast as we could when Shane got here,” Dr. Rogers went on. “We started him on magnesium sulfate to protect his brain and reduce the risk of more seizures. We gave medication for his blood pressure, and we called an emergency C-section.”
He glanced, briefly, toward the closed OR doors down the hall before looking back.
“We put him to sleep with general anesthesia because there wasn’t time for a spinal or epidural. With his blood pressure and his mental status after the seizure, it was safer for him and for your daughter to have him fully asleep, with a breathing tube, so we could control things.”
Ilya’s stomach clenched.
“He was scared,” he said, voice low. It felt important, somehow, that someone else in the room knew that. That it wasn’t just something stuck behind his ribs. “He… did not want to be alone.”
Dr. Rogers’s face softened again.
“I know,” he said. “I’m very aware of how frightening that is for both the patient and the person wanting to be with them. It’s one of the parts I like least about my job, honestly. We try to have support people in the room whenever we can. But with crash sections under general, the room fills very quickly. We have the anesthesia team, the surgical team, and the NICU team to care for the baby. There’s not a lot of room, and there’s a lot happening very fast.”
Ilya’s chest hurt.

He nodded, not trusting himself to answer.
Dr. Rogers let that sit for a beat, then continued, more briskly.
“Once Shane was asleep and prepped, we delivered your daughter through an up-and-down incision on the uterus instead of the usual low, side-to-side one. It’s faster and gives us more access, but it usually takes longer to heal. Despite the abruption, she came out crying after a bit of stimulation. Her Apgar scores were five at one minute and eight at five minutes. That’s actually very good, considering the circumstances.”
“Five to eight is… good?” Ilya asked.
“It means she needed a little help at first,” Dr. Rogers said. “Her color was a little off and her tone was low, but she responded well to being dried, stimulated, and getting some oxygen. She didn’t need to be intubated, we’ve got her on some supplemental oxygen by nasal cannula, and we’re monitoring her blood sugars and her breathing. At thirty-six and a half weeks, we call her ‘late preterm’. She was a little early, but not extremely. She’s a good size for her gestation. She’s actually doing much better than we were braced for.”
“She was not moving,” Ilya said, unable to stop poking at the bruise in his mind. “Shane kept saying that she did not move in ambulance- ”
“Babies sometimes shut down their movements when they’re under stress,” Dr. Rogers said. “It conserves oxygen. It’s not good, that kind of reduced movement often means they’re struggling, but it can be reversible if we move fast enough. We did. Her heart rate improved as soon as she was out and we cleared her lungs. Her cord blood gases were okay, not perfect, but not what we’d see with a long-term lack of oxygen.”
“Okay,” Ilya said again.

The word had started to lose meaning. He clung to it anyway.
“And Shane?” Yuna asked. Her voice had that deceptively calm edge that meant she was hanging on by habit and not much else. “How is he?”
Dr. Rogers’s shoulders dipped a little. Not in defeat, exactly. Just in acknowledgement that this part was not as clean.
“He lost a significant amount of blood,” he said. “More than we like to see.”
Ilya felt his stomach twist.
“How much?” he asked.
“About fifteen hundred milliliters in the OR,” Dr. Rogers said. “We transfused him with two units of packed red blood cells. We gave medications to help the uterus contract and stop the bleeding. He also needed medication to support his blood pressure afterward. That, combined with the magnesium and the anesthesia, is why he’s more unstable than we’d like.”
“Magnesium?” David repeated, frowning.
“Magnesium sulfate,” Dr. Rogers clarified. “We use it to reduce the risk of more seizures and to protect his brain. It’s a heavy drug. Makes people feel awful. Hot, groggy, and weak. It also affects the reflexes and can make breathing a little slower, which is why he’s in the ICU instead of a regular postpartum room. He’s still intubated at the moment on the ventilator. They’re going to let him rest while we keep a close eye on his blood pressure, kidney function, and labs.”
“So he is…” Ilya swallowed. “He is asleep.”
“He’s sedated,” Dr. Rogers said. “On purpose. It lets us control things and keeps his brain and body from working too hard while they’re still recovering from the seizure and the surgery. The ICU team will start to lighten that sedation once they’re confident his numbers are heading in the right direction. The initial scans don’t show any obvious bleeding in his brain, which is good. But with eclampsia, we worry about the risk of stroke, of organ damage. The first twenty-four to forty-eight hours are critical.”
The first day or two. Ilya’s chest ached.
“Can we see him?” David asked, quietly. “Even if he’s… asleep?”
Dr. Rogers grimaced sympathetically.
“Not yet,” he said. “Right now the ICU team is still getting him settled. They’re adjusting his infusions, placing additional lines, doing their own assessment. They’re very strict in these first hours. Too much stimulation, like too many people, can interfere with what they need to do. Once they’ve got him stable, they’ll let you in, but it may be a bit.”
He looked between the three of them.
“What you can do right now,” he continued, “is see your daughter. She’s in the Special Care Nursery down the hall. She’s stable enough for visits. I imagine she’d like to see someone who’s not a stranger in scrubs.”
The room seemed to tilt again, but this time it wasn’t the dizzy, floor-dropping-away feeling from before. It was like stepping off the team bus and realizing the ground is an inch lower than you thought.
He felt Yuna’s hand flex on his arm.

“Go,” she said softly.
Ilya shook his head on instinct.
“No,” he said. “I should- I have to be here when they let us see Shane. I cannot just-” He gestured vaguely toward the hall that led to the ICU. “What if something happens and we are not here? What if they come and we are gone? What if-”
“Ilya,” Yuna said, “Shane is asleep. He is surrounded by monitors, and machines, and a room full of people whose whole job is to keep him alive. He is not alone, even if you are not in the room yet.”
Ilya’s mouth opened. He closed it again.
“And your daughter?” Yuna continued, softer now. “She is in a plastic box, with machines watching her too, yes. But she's awake and probably confused. She’s only heard two people's voices.” Her fingers squeezed his arm. “Yours and Shane’s. She’s out there right now, and she doesn’t know what’s happening. She doesn’t know where he is either. She is as alone as he is scared.”
Ilya’s throat tightened.
“She needs you,” Yuna said simply. “Right now. Shane would want you to go to her.”
The idea of walking away from the corridor that led to Shane’s room made something deep in his chest curl up and hiss. It felt like betrayal. Like that morning, in another life, when he’d had to walk away from a different bed and leave someone behind who never woke up again.
Я сейчас вернусь, he’d told his mother.

He promised he’d be right back. That he’d return to her side.
He hadn’t.

He’d come back to a sheet over her face.
His hands shook.
“Last time I walked away from someone like this, my mother…” he started, and then stopped. His voice didn’t feel like his own.
Yuna’s expression flickered. 
“I know,” she said, and her voice gentled. “I know. This isn’t that, you’re not leaving him. You are walking down the hall while an entire team takes care of him. And you are going to tell your daughter that Shane loves her and that he is fighting to come see her. So when he wakes up, he doesn’t have to walk into that nursery for the first time thinking she’s been there without anyone to love her.”
David cleared his throat.
“I can stay here,” he offered quietly. “In case the ICU team comes out, or needs signatures, or something. I’ll text you, or call, if there’s anything you need to know. They’re not going to make any major decisions without talking to us again.”
Ilya looked between them. Yuna, steady even with tear tracks drying on her cheeks. David, sitting forward in his chair with his hands clasped, white-knuckled, like he wanted to be in two places at once too.
Yuna stood. Her knees cracked a little. 
“Come on, Ilya.” she said, softer this time. “Let’s go meet your daughter.”
The word daughter did something strange and painful and warm in his chest.
Ilya looked once more toward the hallway that led to ICU. There was nothing there but a locked door and a sign that said INTENSIVE CARE - AUTHORIZED STAFF ONLY.
He couldn’t do anything for Shane from this side of that door but wear grooves in the floor.

He could do something for her.
His legs felt like they were made of someone else’s muscles, but they pushed him up out of the chair anyway.
“Okay,” he said. It came out thin and hoarse. “Okay. Let’s go.”
---
The Special Care Nursery was behind a locked door that required someone to buzz them in. The nurse stationed just inside the glass slit of the window flicked a switch, and the door clicked open with a heavy, serious sound.
The air inside smelled different from the rest of the hospital. Less like general disinfectant, more like something sharper and sweeter, a little like alcohol wipes and baby shampoo, the faint plastic scent of medical equipment. The lights were dimmer, too, softer than the glaring ones in the OR hallway.
The first thing Ilya saw were rows of clear plastic boxes on wheeled stands, most of them with a baby in it a flash of movement, a tiny hand or a wisp of hair. Tubes and wires ran into some. The quiet was punctuated by the soft beeping of monitors, the hiss of oxygen, and the occasional squawk or wail that sounded too big to be coming from someone who could fit in one of his hands.
A nurse in floral scrub top and a cardigan met them by the sink.
“Hi,” she said, eyes crinkling above her surgical mask. Her badge read Wren, RN - SPECIAL CARE NURSERY in cheerful letters. “You must be the Hollander-Rozanov family?”
“Yes, I am Ilya,” he said. His voice sounded too loud in the hushed room. “This is my husband’s mother, Yuna.”
“Hi, Ilya,” Wren said. “I’m Wren. I’ve been looking after your little girl since she came up from the OR. She’s over here.”
She gestured toward a corner where a monitor screen glowed blue-green. A tiny bundle moved restlessly in the bassinet beneath it, making small, outraged noises.
Before Ilya could move, Wren held up a hand.
“First, we’re going to wash our hands,” she said. “Twenty seconds, all the way to the wrists. No jewelry past the first knuckle. Phones away. You’re going to get real sick of this rule pretty fast, but we like our babies germ-free.”
She nodded toward the row of deep sinks along the wall.
It was such a normal instruction, so practical, that Ilya almost laughed. His body still felt like it belonged to another universe. His hands looked wrong, too big, too clumsy for this place.
He stepped up to the sink with Yuna on his side. The water came out warm. The soap smelled like fake grapefruit.
He turned his hands under the stream, watching his fingers move as if from a distance. They were still faintly red where the cross had dug into his skin. There was a smudge of something darker near his wrist. 
He scrubbed.
Twenty seconds had never felt so long and so short at the same time.
He scrubbed harder. Then he shook the water off more vigorously than necessary. Wren handed them paper towels, watched them dry, then nodded.
“Good,” she said. “Follow me. Remember, nothing from your pockets comes out in here. No jackets on the edge of the bassinets, no leaning on the equipment. If you’re not sure if you should touch something, ask. But, you can always touch your baby.”
The last sentence landed with unexpected weight.
Your baby.
Ilya felt his chest tighten.
He followed the nurse between the rows of bassinets, careful not to bump anything. Tiny faces blurred past the corner of his vision. Some babies were sleeping, impossibly still except for the rise and fall of their chests. Some had tiny nasal cannulas taped to their cheeks. One of them that was closer to the nurses’ station, was in an incubator, the clear plastic dome closed over them like a little spaceship. Little paper name cards were clipped to each one.
They turned a corner.
Wren stopped beside a bassinet near the far wall, close to a rocking chair and a curtain that could be pulled for privacy if needed.
“This is your little one,” Wren said, her voice softening instinctively.
Ilya’s feet stopped moving before the rest of him did.
The bassinet was clear plastic on a metal stand. A warming light was on above it, bathing everything in a gentle yellow glow. A small card was taped to the side with some details scribbled in marker: HOLLANDER-ROZANOV (BABY GIRL), followed by a string of numbers Ilya didn’t understand except the weight: 5 lb 14 oz.
She was wrapped in a hospital blanket printed with little pink hearts on it, but the blanket was… not doing its job. Her arms had wriggled free, one flung up above her head, the other bent at the elbow, little fist waving furiously. Her legs strained against the bottom of the wrap, knees drawn up, feet braced as if she could kick her way out of being born if she tried hard enough. 
She was… smaller than he’d expected. A little bundle of pinkish skin and hospital cotton, legs kicking out of the end of a swaddle, fists flailing. A soft nasal cannula looped under her tiny nose, taped to her cheeks. There was a little cuff around one foot, a glowing red light. A line was taped to the back of her tiny hand and secured to a board to keep it straight, a small IV. Round stickers with wires attached dotted her chest, leading up to the monitor that beeped quietly with a line that jumped in time with her heartbeat.
She was also. Screaming.
Not in a weak way. In a full-bodied, outraged wail, mouth wide, tongue trembling with effort, arms and legs jerking like she was prepared to fight air itself if it did not behave.
“She’s been like that since she got here,” Wren said, not without fondness. “She settles for a bit and then she remembers she’s mad about this whole thing.”
Her face was red and scrunched, mouth open mid-cry. The sound coming out of her was surprisingly robust, a broken, hiccuping wail that climbed in volume, paused on a squeaky inhale, and then started again with even more commitment.
She was furious. She was the most beautiful thing Ilya had ever seen.
Wren had one hand on the edge of the bassinet, the other gently patting the baby’s chest with practiced rhythm.
“She’s been a little cranky,” Wren said over the crying. “Which is a good sign. We like noisy babies. She’s breathing fast but comfortably, her oxygen levels look good with a little support, blood sugars are okay so far. She just… hasn’t been thrilled about settling. She just doesn’t know any of us yet. You want to come say hi, Dad?”
Dad.
Ilya’s legs carried him the last few steps to the bassinet like they’d been waiting their whole life to do it without telling him.
He had imagined her so many times, so many different ways. 
Usually though, Ilya had imagined a little dark-haired kid with Shane’s almond eyes and that sharp little freckled nose, maybe a dusting of freckles across her cheeks, clutching a mini hockey stick and rolling her eyes.
He thought he’d been ready for that.

He wasn’t ready for this.
Her hair, what there was of it, was already thick, a soft fuzz that looked almost… blonde. Not blonde like his, but not black like Shane’s either. In the yellow light it looked like a warm, dirty gold, plastered damply to her small newborn head. It stuck up in the back in a tiny cowlick that made his chest ache.
Her nose was not Shane’s straight, strong one. It was a smaller, softer version of his own, the bridge a little wide, the tip already with the faintest suggestion of the bump that had gotten him chirped in junior.
Her skin was still mottled and blotchy in places, that weird newborn mixture of purple-pink and yellow that hadn’t decided what color it wanted to be yet. No freckles yet, though Ilya tried to imagine them popping out across her skin in the summer sun years from now.
Her eyes were squeezed shut as she hollered, the lids crinkled in a way that was so familiar it made him dizzy. There it was: the shape. The slight downturn at the outer corners. That was pure Shane.
It shot through him like a wire.
He swallowed.
She wailed again, a high, outraged sound that made the lines on the monitor spike.
“I know,” Wren said. She adjusted the blanket a little. “It’s been a day, huh, sweetheart?”
The baby did not care about her commentary. She kicked one leg, sending the pulse ox wire swinging, and let out another indignant howl. Her eyes were squeezed tight, lids crinkled.
“Ilya,” Yuna whispered. Her hand settled briefly on his forearm. “Go say hi.”
His legs didn’t move.
His mouth did.
“She is…” he said, and the words failed him completely. “She is… small.”
Yuna huffed a wet little laugh. “Yes,” she said. “That tends to happen.”
“She’s been doing this pretty much since she was born,” Wren said, straightening up a little to give him space. “She calms down in bursts when we hold her, but then we put her down and she remembers she has complaints. Do you want to hold her? We can do skin-to-skin later once we make sure she’s a little warmer, but for now we can at least get her in your arms.”
“I…” Ilya said, and then his tongue seemed to forget how to form words. “What if I… I am big. My hands are- ” He held them up helplessly.
“You’re not going to break her,” Wren said, with the amused patience of someone who had heard this ten thousand times. “We won’t let you. I’ll get you set up, and then you can keep a hand on her, talk to her. She knows your voice already, she’s been hearing it muffled for months. It’ll help her feel safe.”
The idea that she knew him, that somewhere in her fresh, flooded brain, the sound of him existed as something that meant safety, hit him so hard he had to put a hand on the side of the bassinet to steady himself.
“She must have heard your voice a lot, right?” Wren went on, gently tugging open the curtain around their little corner to give them some privacy from the rest of the room. “If you spoke, sang, yelled at the TV with Shane in the room? They hear everything in there. You’re not a stranger.”
Ilya thought of evenings they spent on their honeymoon, before they even knew she was alive when Shane and him would lay in bed for hours, speaking about anything in everything. Ilya thought of when they first found out Shane was sick, and then what he was sick from, and talking about how crazy this whole situation was while she was listening. Ilya thought of the nights Ilya would spend secretly talking to their daughter when Shane was asleep, half talking to himself and half talking to her, his hand warm over their daughter’s shifting weight in the dark.
«Доченька, пожалуйста, не мучай папу так сильно, ему и так очень плохо. Будь с ним поласковее, он только сейчас по-настоящему понял, что, может быть, ему можно тебя хотеть. Мы оба любим тебя очень-очень сильно. Не торопись. У тебя есть столько времени, сколько тебе нужно.» (“Sweetheart, please don’t make your dad feel so sick, he already feels so awful. Be a little gentler with him, he’s only just truly realized that maybe he’s allowed to want you. We both love you so, so much. Don’t rush. You have as much time as you need.”)
He swallowed.
“Okay,” he said. “Yes. I… yes.”
“Great,” Wren said. “Go ahead and sit.”

She pointed to the rocking chair. 
Ilya let himself be guided by Yuna into the chair. It creaked under his weight. He sat rigid, knees together, hands hovering awkwardly in front of him.
Wren lowered the side of the bassinet and deftly gathered the baby into her hands, supporting the neck and bottom like she’d done it a thousand times. The baby protested the movement with an indignant scream.
“Okay, little miss,” she cooed. “Let’s try this with your dad, yeah? Maybe you’ll yell at him instead of me for a bit.”
The baby squawked in protest as she was lifted, arms windmilling, legs curling up. Her howl ramped briefly into something that sounded almost indignant.
She was so small in Wren’s hands, her entire body fitting between the nurse’s two palms and forearms. Ilya’s heart crawled up into his throat.
“Support her head, like this,” Wren said, lowering the bundle toward him. “One hand here, one under her butt. Try to keep her upright.”
He held out his arms. They looked enormous and clumsy and scarred.
Wren lowered the baby into them.
She settled against his forearms like she’d been cut to measure.
Her weight settled into his arms, heavier than he’d somehow expected from someone so small, and at the same time terrifyingly light. He could feel the heat of her through the blanket, the jittery energy of her limbs. Her head lolled toward his chest, her mouth open mid-wail, her cheeks damp.
His heart did something strange and painful and huge.
“Good,” Wren said. She tucked the blanket around the baby’s feet, adjusting the lines so nothing tugged. “You’re doing great. Just hold her close, talk to her. She’s okay. We’ve got all the wires long enough so you don’t have to worry about pulling anything. If you get tired, tell me, and we’ll adjust.”
Ilya barely heard her.
The baby in his arms did not immediately calm, like they always did in movies when their parent finally touched them. She squirmed, pushing against the swaddle, making frustrated little grunting noises between the full-throated cries. Her head turned, chin smearing against the Ilya’s hoodie, mouth seeking.
“Is she… hungry?” he asked helplessly, looking over at Wren.
“Probably,” Wren said. “They’re working on a feeding plan for her. You can’t nurse her yourself, obviously,” she added with a gentle, almost apologetic humor, “but we’ll get some donor milk or formula into her soon. Right now, she mostly needs to know she’s not alone.”
Not alone.
He pulled her a little closer, his forearms forming a solid platform, her head tucked just below his chin. He could feel every breath she took, the rapid fluttering rise and fall of her chest, somewhere between a shiver and a pant. He could see the little tube taped under her nose from the corner of his eye, the cannula prongs disappearing just inside her nostrils.
Her face was still screwed up like the world had personally offended her.
She did not look like Shane.

This realization hit him sideways.
He’d expected, maybe hoped? That she’d look like his husband. The same straight black hair. A sprinkling of freckles already etched across her nose like stars. Shane’s mouth, that precise, determined line.
Instead, the things that belonged to Shane were subtler. The crease between the brows. The shape of the eyelids under the purpled skin, almond-curved, not his own rounder ones. The stubborn set of the chin.
Her hair was almost the exact color his had been as a kid, before the sun had had their way with it. Dirty blonde, damp-dark now, but he could see the tones waiting underneath. It lay so straight on her head that for a second he thought maybe she’d escaped the curse of his curls, but a closer look showed the slightest hint of wave, like her hair wasn’t yet sure what it wanted to be.
His nose. His stupid, slightly crooked nose, gentled and softened and made perfect on this ridiculously small face.
Ilya didn’t understand any of this.
He only knew that when he looked down at her, something in his chest that had felt hollow for months suddenly filled with something so big and bright and terrifying that he almost couldn’t breathe.
«Привет… Привет, моя девочка.» (“Hi… Hi, baby girl.”) Ilya heard himself softly say, «Всё хорошо, всё в порядке.» (“It’s okay, everything’s alright.”)
Her eyes were still squeezed shut, her mouth a perfect O of outrage, but something about the wail shifted. The pitch changed, the rhythm faltered.
“Oh,” Yuna breathed behind him, so quietly he almost didn’t hear her.
Ilya swallowed.
«Это твой папа.» (“It’s your Papa.”)  he said, because that’s what he was now, whether he felt ready for it or not. «Hе тот, у кого ты жила в животике. Я знаю, всё это очень сбивает с толку. Прости. Мы так хотели, чтобы ты побыла там ещё немного.» (“Not the one whose tummy you lived in. I know this is all really confusing. I’m sorry. We really wanted you to stay in there a little longer.”)
The baby hiccuped on the next inhale. The cry jolted, then resumed, but it wasn’t as relentless as before. Her fists slowed their flailing, one hand landing, accidentally or not, against his chest. Her fingers flexed, tiny nails catching on the fabric of his hoodie.
His throat burned.
“You are very dramatic,” he murmured, shifting his grip minutely until he was sure her head was supported. His fingers spread, spanning the width of her back. He could feel her spine under his palm, a fragile, curved line. “This is definitely Shane’s side of family. All the yelling.” 
Behind him, Yuna made a choked sound that was half laugh, half sob.
The baby’s face scrunched again, but the scream that came out was shorter. She burrowed, or tried to, nuzzling blindly against his chest with her open mouth, smearing drool and tears into his hoodie.
Ilya adjusted his arm, tucking her closer. He could feel the thud of his own heartbeat pounding under his ribs, and for a brief, surreal second he wondered if she could hear it. If she recognized the cadence from all the hours he’d spent with his chest pressed to Shane’s side, humming under her little private ocean.
He bent his head, nose almost brushing the damp, soft fuzz of her hair.
She smelled like hospital and something underneath it that his brain instantly decided was hers. A faint, milky-sour-sweet scent that hit some long-buried part of his brain and turned it on like a switch.
«Эй…» (“Hey…”) he whispered, «Привет, солнышко. Я здесь. Я рядом. Ты умница. Ты так хорошо постаралась.» (“Hi, sunshine. I’m here. I’m right here with you. You’re such a good girl. You did so well.”)
Her cries tapered, just a little. She made a small, snuffling noise, then another. Her mouth worked, tongue pushing against the inside of her lip. She did not stop crying entirely. That would have been too easy. But the edges of it softened, became more like a grumpy complaint. 
One eye cracked open, just a slit. Her gaze slid in his direction, unfocused and milky with a newborn haze, but undeniably there, before her eyelid drooped shut again under the weight of the effort.
Ilya felt something in his chest that had been clenched tight for days, maybe weeks, maybe years, loosen abruptly.
Something in his chest pulled taut and then dissolved.
Ilya had known, in theory, that he would love his child. He had thought it would be a slow build. Like buying a house together, like getting a dog, like learning the routes in a new city.
This felt absolutely nothing like that.
This felt like stepping off a cliff and discovering that the fall had always been part of his body’s plan. What he had meant to do.
I didn’t think I could love anything more than hockey, and then Shane happened. I didn’t think I could love anything more than Shane. And now-
His heart felt too big for his chest, his ribs suddenly insufficient.
He had loved Shane for a long time, even before he’d let himself put that word on it. That love had arrived slowly, in layers, built on years of grudges and rivalry and ridiculous chemistry and nights in too-small hotel beds.
This felt… different.
This had arrived like a door blown off its hinges.
He looked down at her, this furious, scrappy little person who had only been breathing air for a handful of hours, and thought, with a calm that startled him:
I would burn the entire world down before I let anything hurt you.
It wasn’t a threat. It wasn’t a vow. It was just a fact. The same way gravity was.
Ilya shifted his wrist so his thumb was near her palm.
Her fingers latched on like a reflex, curling around the knuckle. Her grip was tiny and ferocious. Her nails, translucent and absurd, scratched lightly at his skin.
She didn’t stop fussing entirely. She made a grumpy little noise every time the cannula tickled her cheek. Her feet kicked once, twice, dislodging the blanket again, and Wren leaned in to re-cover them with the efficiency of someone who’d lost that specific battle many times.
But she wasn’t screaming anymore.
She was… here.

In his arms.
His.
“Ilya,” Yuna said softly.
He tilted his head back, blinking. She was leaning around the side of the chair now, her eyes shining, her hand covering her mouth.
“She looks so much like you,” she said, half-laughing, half-weeping. “My God.”
Ilya’s chest clenched, but he let his mouth tilt into a smirk.
“Of course she picked the most beautiful genes,” he said, easy and teasing, and leaned down to kiss his daughter’s forehead.
«Ладно» (“Okay,”) he whispered to her.  «Хорошо. Можешь быть на меня похожей. Только пусть у тебя будут его ум, его веснушки и его улыбка… и всё, что в нём самое лучшее. Я так долго шёл к тому, чтобы стать мужем твоего папы. Не будем это зря терять» (“Fine, all right. You can look like me. Just make sure you have his brain, his freckles, and his smile... and everything else that's best about him. It took me so long to become your dad's husband. Let's not waste that.”)
Her tiny mouth opened in a yawn so big it seemed like it might split her in two. Her tongue curled, pink and ridiculous. The yawn ended in a little squeak that made something in his ribcage go very, very soft.
Wren checked the monitor again and smiled.
“Her heart rate’s coming down a bit,” she said. "Her respiratory rate’s still on the high side, but it’s steady. Oxygen looks good. See?” She tilted the screen slightly so Ilya could see the numbers. “She likes you. She’s working less hard.”
The idea that his presence could make anyone’s body work less hard felt… foreign. His whole life he’d been the guy who worked more. Who pushed harder.
He looked at the line on the monitor, jumping steadily, and felt something unclench another inch.
“You’re doing good, малышка,” he murmured into her hair. “You did very, very good.”
---
He didn’t know how long they sat like that.
Time, which had been doing weird things all day, seemed to give up entirely and just smear itself into a broad streak.
He was dimly aware of Yuna slipping out from behind him at some point to go talk to someone at the nurses’ station, probably to harass them for updates about Shane. He was aware of David sat down next to him, his hand occasionally resting on the back of Ilya’s chair like he needed the physical contact as much as Ilya did.
He was aware of Wren coming and going, checking vitals, adjusting the little oxygen flow, murmuring encouragement. Other babies cried, were soothed, were fed. The room’s sounds blurred into a backdrop hum.
His entire universe narrowed to the almost 6 pounds in his arms.
The baby dozed, woke, fussed, and dozed again in restless cycles. Her face alternated between outraged, confused, and what Ilya would describe as suspicious. Every time she startled herself awake, her hands flailing, Ilya shushed her automatically.
«Всё-всё. Тш-ш. Я здесь. Папа здесь. Я тебя держу. Ты в безопасности.» (“There, there. Shh. I’m here. Papa’s here. I’ve got you. You’re safe.”)
It was the strangest thing, feeling how quickly his body learned her.
The first few minutes he’d held her like she was spun of sugar glass. By the time an hour had passed, he’d unconsciously adjusted his hold a dozen times, finding the angle that made her head rest just so on his forearm, the curve that fit the length of her body. His thumb found the spot on her back that seemed to calm her the fastest when he rubbed small circles there. 
He wanted Shane here so badly it felt like another person occupying the chair with him. Every time she made a new noise, every time her fingers flexed in some particular way, part of his brain flared with ‘Shane needs to see this’ before smashing into the wall of reality.
He pictured Shane in the ICU, pale and still, tubes down his throat, machine breathing for him. A spike of panic flared, sharp and too bright. He forced it down, pressing his cheek more firmly against his daughter’s hair.
«С ним всё хорошо,» (“He’s fine,”) he told her. It felt like he was telling himself, too. «Он сейчас отдыхает. Он будет так злиться, когда проснётся и узнает, что ты всё это сделала без него.» ( “He's just resting right now. He'll be so angry when he wakes up and finds out you did all this without him.”)
She made a snuffling sound that Ilya interpreted as agreement.
There was a rustle behind the curtain. Wren’s face appeared, her mask pulled down to take a sip from a water bottle.
“Hey,” she said softly. “Sorry, didn’t mean to interrupt your bonding. I just wanted to let you know, the ICU called. They’re ready for one visitor now. It’s been a few hours and they’ve got him a little more settled. They said his numbers are starting to look better.”
The words made Ilya’s grip tighten reflexively.
His first instinct was to clamp his arms around the baby and refuse to let go.

His second was to shove her into Yuna’s arms and sprint down the hall.
Both impulses warred in his chest, leaving him breathless.
Yuna stepped closer, laying a hand on his shoulder.
“I’ll stay with her,” she said quickly. “Go see him. He should see one of us when he starts to come back up. She’ll be okay here with us for a bit.”
“You sure?” Ilya asked, heart pounding. The idea of not being the one holding this tiny, furious miracle for the first time since she’d arrived felt like physically tearing himself in half.
“I’ll text you if anything changes,” Yuna said.
Ilya looked down at his daughter.
Her eyes were closed again, lashes resting on her cheeks, her mouth slack in an expression of exhausted indignation. Her little fist was still wrapped in his thumb. He gently, gently uncurled her fingers, one by one, murmuring apologies under his breath like he was confessing sins.
She made a protesting noise when the finger slipped from her grip. He stroked the back of her hand with his thumb, trying to soothe the offense.
“Hey,” he whispered. “I am going to go check on your Dad. Make sure he is listening to the doctors, not being stubborn. I will be back. I promise. Okay? I will come back. I am not…” His voice caught for a second. He forced the word out. “I am not leaving. I’ll be right back.”
He wasn’t talking only to her.
Wren hovered politely, hands ready, until he nodded. Then she slid the baby carefully out of his arms. The sudden absence of weight left him feeling unmoored.
The baby’s face scrunched, her mouth opening to protest. Yuna was there in an instant, hands out, murmuring soft nonsense as Wren transferred the tiny bundle into her arms.
“There we go,” Yuna cooed, rocking on her heels. “Hi, little one. I’ve done this before, you know. Your Dad was much louder baby.”
The baby’s wail cut off mid-squeak, her disgruntled little face pressing into Yuna’s shoulder. Her hand groped for something to grab and latched onto Yuna’s hair.
“See?” Yuna said. “She’s perfectly fine.”
Ilya stood slowly, his knees sending up little flare signals of pain after being bent for so long. His back twinged. He barely noticed.
He took one last look at his daughter in his mother-in-law’s arms, his gaze tracing each tiny feature like he could memorize her before walking away.
He thought of leaving his mother’s bedside as a kid, of promising to come back and not knowing what not coming back in time really meant.
He thought of all the times Shane had told him You don’t have to stay with a brittle smile.
He thought of the stupid, messy little circle around Yuna on his baby name list.
Yuna’s mouth trembled, as she nodded, “Go,” 
He turned to Wren.
“ICU?” he asked. “Where-”
“I’ll show you,” she said. “It’s easy to get turned around in here. Come on.”
He followed her to the door, pausing only once to look back over his shoulder.
His daughter was just a small bundle of blankets and wires in his mother-in-law’s arms, her hair sticking up, her face turned toward Yuna’s neck. The monitor above her pulsed with steady lines.
He swallowed hard.
I will come back, he told her, silently this time. I am not done.
He stepped out into the hallway. The door to the nursery closed softly behind him, muffling the sounds of beeping monitors and baby cries.
Ahead, somewhere down another corridor full of signs and doors and too-bright lights, Shane waited.
His husband.

His family.

Their family.
Ilya squared his shoulders, feeling the phantom warmth of his daughter’s weight still imprinted in his arms, the echo of her tiny fingers holding his thumb, and started walking.
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  “Why are Ilya Rozanov and Shane Hollander’s Parents at The Ottawa Hospital?

Viral Photo Kicks up Fresh Worry about the Centaurs Star’s Absence
September 29th — Centaurs fans are spiraling again tonight after a fan posted a photo of Ilya Rozanov sitting in a waiting area at The Ottawa Hospital alongside Shane Hollander’s parents, David and Yuna, less than 12 hours before Ottawa is set to host the Montreal Metros.
The picture, originally posted to X, is already making the rounds around hockey social media. The photo shows Rozanov in sweats and a Centaurs hoodie beside Hollander’s parents, the three of them seated in what looks like a hospital waiting room.
“uhh that’s 100% rozanov and hollanders parents at the ottawa hospital,”

the fan captioned the photo on X. “hope everythings okay 😬”
The timing is what has everyone on edge.
Just over a week ago, on September 20th, the Centaurs announced Hollander had been placed on Long-Term Injured Reserve with a “non-hockey-related upper-body medical condition,” adding that he would be unavailable to start the 2022–23 season while undergoing “treatment and monitoring with the club’s medical staff and outside specialists.”
At the time, the team emphasized that Hollander was “stable and receiving excellent care” and declined to provide details. Hollander himself thanked fans and said he was “following the advice of [his] doctors and doing what’s best long-term,” but offered no hints about the nature of the condition.
Since then, updates have been minimal. Hollander hasn’t appeared at public team events since, and Rozanov has handled media questions about his husband without offering much beyond what the release already said.
This is the first solid sign anything is happening right now, and it’s hard not to read into it. It’s also worth noting that Rozanov is slated to play tomorrow against the Metros.
Ottawa hasn’t issued any update tonight, and we couldn’t reach team reps for comment. Hollander’s accounts have also been quiet since the original LTIR announcement.”

Ilya did not see the photo or the article right away.
He saw the signs of them first.
A nurse at the ICU desk looking up from her screen and then, very carefully, not saying anything. A second nurse whispering to someone behind the station with that particular kind of hospital discretion that was transparent to anyone who had spent any sort of time around any kind of media people. The faint buzz in his joggers pocket hadn’t stopped since they brought him upstairs from the nursery, each vibration another person somewhere out in the world deciding that today was their day to know things they did not deserve.
Ilya ignored all of that for as long as he could.
The ICU room was colder than the rest of the hospital.
Not objectively, maybe. Ilya couldn’t really tell. The thermostat probably said the same number as everywhere else in the hospital. It was more the feeling of the air here, the way it bit a little sharper against Ilya’s cheeks, how the light seemed too white and the sounds a little too clean. There was no background TV here, no murmur from other families. Just the soft hum of machines and the rhythmic hiss of a ventilator pulling air in and pushing it out again.
Shane lay in the middle of it all, too still.
“I know it looks like a lot,” the nurse, who had introduced herself as Michelle, had said on their way in. “I won’t bullshit you, he’s very sick. But, he is stable. All of these scary machines are helping him rest and heal, okay?”
Okay? Ilya wasn’t sure he’d ever hated that word more.
He stood just inside the doorway of Shane’s room for a moment, fingers flexing uselessly at his sides, while his brain tried to reconcile this version of Shane with the one from… this morning. Two mornings ago. A week ago. Before... everything.
Time was a smear that Ilya wasn’t even going to attempt to grapple with. 
The ICU room was dim in a way that made everything look unreal. Almost plasticky fake. It was not dark exactly, just low-lit enough that the machines had become the brightest things in it. Green numbers, white waveforms, a soft amber glow from one infusion pump. Through the glass wall facing the hall, he could see a little strip of nurses’ station light with people moving past in soft blue scrubs with squeaking shoes. In here, the air smelled like antiseptic and warmed plastic and that faint hospital-oxygen smell that lived somewhere between clean and metallic and stuffed itself into your nose.
And in the bed, under a white sheet that looked too crisp and too impersonal against his skin, was Ilya’s husband. The love of his life. The center of his life. The meaning of it.  
It was wrong from the first second.
Not because Shane was unconscious. Ilya had seen him asleep a thousand different ways. Curled up on flights with his mouth open in a way he’d deny if anyone mentioned it. Passed out after games with his cheek mashed into a hotel pillow. Half-drooling on the couch while some terrible hockey panel flickered in the background and Anya used his thigh as a pillow.
This was not sleep. Not anywhere near it. This looked like his outline had been left behind and someone else had come in afterward to add all the equipment.
There were lines everywhere.
An IV in the left hand. Another in the forearm. A thicker line disappearing under a dressing near his neck. Tubing snaked down to pumps whose little screens glowed with names Ilya had no use for but kept trying to read anyway, as if understanding the labels would mean understanding what was happening to his husband. One pump quietly said MAGNESIUM SULFATE in block letters. Another displayed a medication name he did not recognize. A blood pressure line ran from his wrist, and a small transducer clipped to the bed rail translated the pressure inside Shane’s artery into numbers on the monitor 
Under the blanket, his calves were wrapped in inflatable cuffs that sighed every few minutes. His right hand looked puffier than normal. There was dried blood under one fingernail. A pulse oximeter glowed red through the side of one finger.
“Come closer,” Michelle said now, gently, from the far side of the bed. “You can touch him. Just don’t lean on any of the equipment, and if you’re not sure about a line, ask before you move it, okay?”
Ilya crossed the room and stopped at Shane’s bedside.
It was worse, up close.
Up close, the machines were louder. The ventilator gave a soft, rhythmic whoosh with every fake breath in his husband’s lungs. The monitor above the bed traced bright lines across a black screen, numbers shifting with each heartbeat. 
The tube in Shane’s mouth was larger than it had looked from the doorway, strapped in place with white foam and plastic. It came out of the corner of Shane’s mouth and disappeared into the ventilator tubing, taped in place against the softness of Shane’s cheek. His lips were dry around it. Shane would hate that, he would hate the feeling of it tugging on his lip like that. His jaw looked wrong, not because it was shaped differently, but because it was too still. There was a faint line where the tape pulled at the skin. 
His hair had been pushed back from his forehead, but not well enough. A few strands had escaped and curled damply toward his temple. His face looked swollen in the way people did after too much fluid and too little sleep and too much almost dying. His lashes, which had been glued together with tears hours before, were dry now and too still for Ilya’s liking. There was no tension in his brows.
“His sedation’s still pretty heavy,” Michelle said, adjusting a drip on the pump. “We’re going to keep him nice and sleepy for tonight so his brain and body can rest. He’s also still on magnesium for the eclampsia. All of that makes people a little… out of it. But he may be able to hear you. We like to treat sedation like sleep. We always assume they can hear. We just can’t guarantee what they’ll remember. But it doesn’t hurt to talk to him. It’s good for him. It’s good for you.”
Ilya thought of all the things that didn’t hurt that he’d still never done. He didn’t say anything. He stepped closer to the bed, each step careful, like the floor might break.
Up close, he could see the faint sheen of moisture at the corners of Shane’s eyes. His lashes trembled every now and then, tiny spasms that had nothing to do with waking up and everything to do with whatever drugs were running into his veins.
A plastic clip was fastened to Shane’s index finger, glowing faintly red. The monitor above the bed read 96% in bright numbers next to the little waveform labeled SpO2. His heart rate sat in the high eighties, bumping up and down with a green line. Blood pressure numbers popped up every few minutes in yellow: 142/86. 138/80. 146/88.
Ilya reached for the chair first and dragged it as close as he could to the bed without bumping any of the lines. The legs scraped quietly across the floor.
Then, very carefully, he sat down.

For a second he just looked.
Michelle had been right to warn him not to tug on anything. He could feel the animal part of himself cataloguing all the exits from this room, all the ways he could pull Shane out of it if he had to, and deciding that none of them were possible. It settled badly in his ribs.
Ilya swallowed and shifted his chair another inch closer.
“Hey,” he said quietly.
His own voice sounded strange in the room. Too rough. Too loud against the hissing rhythm of the vent.
Ilya reached out, a little stiff, and smoothed a damp curl off Shane’s forehead. The hair was sticky, almost crunchy with whatever they’d used to clean him up, but the shape under it was still familiar, the slope of his skull, the warm skin.
He tried again, softer.
“Hey, моя любовь.» (my love.” )
Nothing changed.

The monitor went on counting.
“You look…” Ilya started, and then had to stop because the truth was not something Ilya could bring himself to verbalize. The truth was ‘you look like a man who got cut open and almost died.’ The truth was ‘you look gone in ways I do not know how to survive.’
He settled for honesty in a smaller form.
“You look very grumpy,” he murmured. “Even asleep. It’s impressive.”
Still nothing.
Michelle quietly checked something on the ventilator and then slipped out, door thudding softly behind her. The faint hiss and beep of machinery closed in.
Ilya’s hand stayed on Shane’s forehead. He let his palm rest there, thumb curving toward his temple, like he could hold his brain in place. He slid his hand down from Shane’s forehead, careful not to jostle the tape, and took his hand instead.
It was warm. Warmer than his own. The IV line trailed out from the back of Shane’s hand; Ilya curled his fingers carefully around the spaces between the tubing and the bones.
He had rehearsed versions of this in the elevator without knowing he was doing it. Bits of information. A summary. A script. Your daughter is here. She’s okay. She’s loud. She has your eyes. None of it had seemed sufficient.
Now, with Shane this still and silent, it all felt smaller. Like none of his words were good enough to be spoken. 
“Your daughter is okay,” he said anyway, because what else do you open with? 
He waited, absurdly, for a reaction. A twitch. A flicker.

Some change in the line of Shane’s mouth. 
The monitor just kept tracing green peaks.
He kept his eyes on the screen for a second longer than he wanted to admit. Heart rate stayed the same. Blood pressure a little lower than the last cycle. Oxygen unchanged.
He looked back at Shane and told himself he had known that would happen.

Shane was asleep. 
“She is in Special Care,” he said. “Not the NICU. Just… the nursery with extra machines.” He rubbed a thumb over the side of Shane’s hand. “The doctors say she is doing better than they thought she would. But I tell them ‘Of course she is. She is daughter of Shane Hollander and Ilya Rozanov. She will be the best. Maybe dramatic, sure. But the best still.’”
He tried to picture Shane’s expression if he could hear that. The little offended huff he did when he was secretly pleased. He let out a breath that almost became a laugh and died somewhere on the way out.
Nothing. The ventilator breathed for him instead.
“Her hair is…” Ilya swallowed, the memory of soft fuzz under his chin making his chest ache. “I hoped maybe she will have black hair like you. Dark. But it is… eh… in-between. Little bit light, little bit dark. In the light it looks kind of gold. Not like mine. Not like yours. Something else. From… I don’t know. It’s a little like my mothers.”
A tiny, almost hysterical laugh bubbled up out of him. It sounded strange in the sterile air.
“She has my nose,” he added, staring at Shane’s profile because if he pictured the baby too clearly he might cry. “Which is very unfair, I think. She is already so small, she does not need my stupid nose. But she does not look like… I don’t know. I thought maybe I would see you and it would hurt, but it is like… bits of both of us instead. She has your eyes though. Shape. The little… uhm…” He gestured helplessly at the corners of Shane’s closed eyes. “Like this. They crinkle. It is very… you.”
He looked back at the monitor again.
Heart rate stayed steady. No little sympathetic climb at the sound of his voice. No blood pressure shift. The ventilator hissed and Shane’s chest rose with perfect, infuriating indifference.
He had not realized until that second how much he had hoped for something small. A sign. A crack in the wall. Some proof that the words were getting through.
Michelle had told him before he sat down, in that careful nurse voice that tried to set expectations kindly, that sedation was deep, that Shane might not respond at all, that if he did hear something it might not show on the monitor, that this wasn’t like movies.
He had nodded then like someone reasonable.

Now the reasonableness felt like a stupid tax he had paid for no reward.
“She was yelling when I met her,” he said, and had to swallow once before the next sentence would come. “Very loudly. At everyone in the nursery. I think she was angry about being born. Which is fair, I am… angry too.”
His fingers tightened around Shane’s reflexively.
“It was a good yell,” he added. “I know you worry about these things. So I am telling you because she has strong lungs.”
The machine kept breathing for Shane.
Ilya stared at his husband’s face for a second too long and then looked down at their joined hands again.
“She likes when I hold her,” he said, and there, finally, his voice changed on him. Quieted. Broke around the edges in a way he had not planned for. “Or maybe she just likes not being in her bed. I do not know. But when she was in my arms, the nurse said her heart rate came down. Her breathing too.” He laughed once under his breath, bitter and tender at the same time. “So at least one of you responds when I talk.”
His eyes went immediately to the monitor, ashamed of the thought and wanting, at the same time, the machine to prove him wrong.
Steady numbers. Quiet beeps. A blood pressure cycle starting up with its slow inflation.
He hated himself a little for comparing them. His intubated husband fighting through sedation and hemorrhage and a seizure and whatever else the doctors still were not saying plainly enough, and their daughter, alive in a plastic bassinet with tiny tubes and indignant opinions. It was not a fair comparison.
It did not stop the sadness from opening in him anyway.
“I'm sorry,” he said to no one, then looked at Shane and corrected himself, “I know this is not your fault. Before you roll your eyes at me in your head.”
Still nothing.
“They fed her a little,” he went on. “In the nursery.”
Ilya smoothed his palm over Shane’s hairline again, gentle this time, the same motion he used when Shane had headaches and pretended touch did not help.
“They put it in syringe, very little milk, and put it into her mouth. She made this face like, ‘What is this, I did not ask for this,’ but she swallowed. They are going to give more later. They say she is doing well. Better than they thought. Good breathing. Good oxygen. Blood sugar okay. Very pissed off at everyone, which apparently is excellent sign.”
He should be saying this to Shane with their daughter between them. He should have been sitting on a normal postpartum bed with his husband propped up on pillows, baby in the middle, warm and sprawled and pink and loud, complaining about her coming earlier than expected. They should be arguing about hospital food and baby names while Shane rolled his eyes.
Instead there was this. Sterile air, a machine breathing for the love of his life, and their daughter on a different floor with wires stuck to her chest.
“I held her,” he said softly. “You missed it. The first time. I told her about you. I told her you love her. She did not care. She just screamed and screamed and then fell asleep on me after yelling about everything.”
He remembered the weight of her, the warmth, the way her heart had pattered against his arm. He remembered the monitor numbers creeping down, the respiratory rate settling, the oxygen level holding steady.
“She calmed down when I talked,” he said, voice catching on the words. “They say it is good sign. She knows my voice. I… liked that. I also hate that you weren’t there.”
He looked at the monitor again, watching the numbers as though he could will them into meaning. Heart rate stayed steady. No little sympathetic climb at the sound of his voice. No blood pressure shift. The ventilator hissed and Shane’s chest rose with perfect, infuriating indifference.
He waited. He squeezed Shane’s hand.
“Hey,” he said quietly. “It is me. Ilya. You are missing everything and I am very annoyed about it. You have to wake up, okay? You have to come see her. I am not going to describe her to you forever. You have to look yourself.”
A beat passed. Two.
The numbers stayed steady. Michelle had warned him that the sedation and magnesium meant Shane’s body was obeying the machines more than anything else, that even if some part of him heard, it wouldn’t necessarily show up on a screen.
Sometimes they blinked more. Sometimes their hand twitched in response to a familiar voice. Sometimes their heart rate climbed when family walked in.
Sometimes.
Sometimes not.
It wasn’t that he’d expected Shane to sit up and rip the tube out of his throat or anything. He knew better than that. But some small, traitorous part of him had pictured, just a little, maybe a flutter of eyelashes when he said their daughter, or a tiny blip in the heart rate when he said I love you.
Instead, there was nothing but the steady, stubborn flatness of a system being controlled more by machines and medication than by anything human.
It shouldn’t have hurt. It did anyway.
Ilya smoothed Shane’s hair again, fingers moving in slow, repetitive strokes from temple back, avoiding the tape. It gave his hands something to do while his brain spun.
His phone buzzed in his pocket.
He ignored it.
Two seconds later, it buzzed again.
Then again.
Outside the room, down the glassed-in hall, someone laughed too loudly and was immediately shushed. Ilya heard an IV pump from a different room gave a soft warning beep before it was quickly silenced.
The ICU felt both intimate and public in the worst way.
Ilya kept talking.
He told Shane about the little pulse-ox light glowing red on her foot. About how she hated the cannula but would settle for it if someone held her close enough. He told Shane his daughter weighed five pounds fourteen ounces and was somehow both heavier and lighter than he’d expected. He told Shane that he had not dropped her and he felt that this also counted as a major success on his part.
He told him Yuna cried when she saw her. He told him David had, too.
He told him she was beautiful.
He told him he was angry at him for making him do the first hold alone.
He told him he loved him.
He told him, again and again, in different forms, that their daughter was here and alive and waiting for him.
And every time he paused, his own ears filled the silence with expectation.
A twitch. A rise. Any change. Absolutely anything.




But there was nothing. 


After a while the sameness itself became painful. At some point, Michelle came back in, all gentle efficiency.
“Hey,” she said quietly. “We’re going to have to do a few things in here, adjust his meds, reposition him a bit. We need the space. Do you mind stepping out for a little while?”
Ilya’s fingers tightened around Shane’s hand reflexively.
“How long?” he asked.
She winced, just a little. “I don’t know exactly,” she said. “Maybe half an hour? An hour? We’ll try to be quick, but we also don’t want to rush when we’re moving lines. You can come back later tonight or in the morning, okay? He’s not going anywhere.”
That was the problem.
He nodded, because what else could he do? He leaned down, carefully avoiding the tube, and kissed Shane’s forehead.
“I will come back,” he murmured, low enough that even he barely heard it. “I am not done with you yet.”
He straightened, gently laid Shane’s hand back on the pillow, and stepped backward.
The machines kept going.
The door closed behind him with a soft, final click.
---
The hallway outside the ICU felt both too bright and too dim after the focused cold of the room. Ilya leaned against the wall for a second, just breathing, before he remembered he was a person with limbs and obligations and a daughter.
His hand went to his pocket automatically. He pulled his phone out.
The screen lit up.
For a second, he thought the phone might actually catch fire from the sheer volume of notifications.
Texts. Missed calls. Group chats. A dozen little red dots blooming across his apps. The familiar icons of social media platforms glared at him accusingly, numbers in red circles that might as well have said, Are you dead? Is Shane? 
At the top of the list, was Farah.
Farah - 10:34 pm:
Call me when you can. Saw a photo circulating. Yuna texted me. We’re handling it. Do not post anything online. Focus on Shane & baby. I’ll send you what we’re telling media.
Farah - 10:41 pm:
Sending love. Seriously. Don’t worry about PR. I’ve got it. Just tell me if you’re playing tomorrow afternoon so I can tell the team.
He hadn’t even thought about tomorrow’s game. The idea of stepping onto the ice right now felt like trying to imagine walking on another planet.
He thumbed Farah's message asking if he was playing down.
His messages with Shane were a vertical line of blue and grey, the most recent one still unread.
Shane - 2:07 pm:
Head hurts. Going to lie down for a bit before my parents get here. Love you.
Ilya’s chest clenched.
He scrolled past it quickly, like it burned.
Below that: a string of texts from a number he had saved but never used often.
Hayden Pike - 10:16 pm:
Dude????
Hayden Pike - 10:17 pm:
Are you at the hospital???
Hayden Pike - 10:17 pm:
Is Shane okay, what’s going on, Jackie just sent me a link and I’m freaking the fuck out here
Hayden Pike - 10:20 pm:
Fucking answer your phone, man
Ilya stared at the screen for a long moment, thumb hovering.
He didn’t owe the world anything. He didn’t owe the Centaurs, or the fans, or the anonymous person who’d snapped a photo of him in the waiting room.
But he owed Hayden. And Jackie. And the person who’d been Shane’s first line-mate and first real friend in the league.
He shifted his weight away from the wall and started walking, letting his feet carry him toward the elevator that would take him back up to the Special Care Nursery.
His thumbs moved.
Ilya - 10:52 pm:
Can we call.
The typing bubbles appeared almost immediately.
Hayden - 10:52 pm:
Yeah. Gimme a minute. Gonna go somewhere quiet
Ilya jabbed the elevator button with more force than necessary. The doors slid open. He stepped in, pressed the button for the fourth floor, and leaned against the back wall, phone pressed to his chest for a second, eyes closed.
The phone rang.
He lifted it to his ear.
“Rozanov?” Hayden said immediately as the phones connected.
“…Hello, Pike,” Ilya said.
“Jesus Christ, Rozanov, what’s going on?” Hayden demanded immediately. He sounded breathless, frantic. “Is Shane alright? Did you see that-”
“Yes,” Ilya said. His own voice came out flatter than he intended, rubbed thin by the last few hours. “Shane is in the hospital.”
There was a beat of dead silence on the line. It stretched long enough that the elevator doors opened on four with a little chime. Ilya stepped out automatically, turning toward the nursery corridor.
Then Hayden said, quieter now, “...Fuck. Is he okay? Is- uh…” He tripped over the next words hard enough that Ilya could feel it through the phone. “The- uh…”
Ilya stopped walking. Even now, with Shane intubated in ICU and their daughter in a plastic bassinet down the hallway, something ugly and prickly and automatic in Ilya rose to meet that hesitation.
“Why are you so weirded out by the fact Shane is pregnant, Hayden?” he asked, exasperation snapping through his exhaustion like static.
“I’m not weirded out!” Hayden protested immediately. “I’m just- still getting used to the idea.”
“Jesus Christ, you are the worst- ”
“Rozanov, stop,” Hayden cut in, voice pitching higher. “I’m like… woke, okay? It doesn't bother me!”
Ilya opened his eyes.
“...Woke?”
“Jesus Christ, Ilya,” Hayden groaned. “Is. Shane. Okay?”
The joking edge vanished as quickly as it had appeared. That was the thing about Hayden, Ilya thought distantly.

He was irritating in exactly the way people who actually cared could afford to be. Which only made him more irritating. 
“…He is alive,” he said finally. The words tasted strange, like they should be bigger. It felt like picking up something breakable and hoping it didn’t shatter. 
“Not so good, though,” he added. “In the ICU.”
“Oh,” Hayden said.
And then, a second later, with the weight of the word finally landing, “Oh shit.”
Ilya pinched the bridge of his nose.
“Is the baby okay?” Hayden asked, softer now.
“The baby is okay,” Ilya said. His chest eased by one tiny, stubborn degree just saying it.  “Nurses say she is doing okay, better than they expected.”
“Well,” Hayden said, after a beat. “That’s good, at least.”
His voice was careful now in a way Ilya was not used to hearing from him. Like he was trying not to jostle something too fragile by speaking too loudly.
“What happened?” Hayden asked.
Ilya paused outside the SCN doors without quite realizing he’d reached them, staring through the narrow pane of glass. He couldn’t see their daughter from here, just the vague shapes of bassinets and monitors.
“Shane’s blood pressure got too high,” he said, the words bringing the day back in jagged flashes. “And he had a seizure. He had to come to hospital and have emergency c-section.”
There was silence again.
“Wait,” Hayden said. “The baby was born?”
“Yes,” Ilya said. “Couple hours ago. Around six pm.”
“Holy shit, Ilya.”
The way Hayden said it, half awe, half horror, made something click sideways in Ilya’s brain.
Not because Hayden was wrong, but because hearing someone else say them out loud, hearing the sheer scale of it reflected back at him in another person’s voice, made the whole thing lurch into focus in a way that none of the medical explanations had.
Ilya sagged a little against the wall next to the nursery door, the hard surface pressing into his shoulder blade.
A couple hours ago.
They had found out fifteen days ago.

Fifteen.
Dr. Girard had said six weeks. Maybe a little less, maybe a little more. The due date they’d built everything around, all their panic and lists and little stolen moments of trying to catch up to a life that had ambushed them, had been October twenty-fifth.
It was September twenty-ninth.
Fifteen days.
No more weeks. No more “later.” No more “after the next appointment” or “once camp settles down” or “once they’ve picked a name” or “once Shane feels less like his body is mutinying.”
He had a daughter in the nursery and a husband on a ventilator in ICU and a phone full of people who suddenly wanted pieces of information he did not know how to give.
They got fifteen days.
Next to his ear, Hayden’s voice was still talking. It sounded far away.
“-anov. Rozanov. ILYA.”
Ilya jerked back into himself hard enough that his shoulder hit the wall.
“Jesus Christ, Pike,” Ilya snapped. “Do not yell at me.”
“Stop freaking out, dude!” Hayden said, equally reflexive.
“You stop freaking out!” Ilya shot back.
There was a beat of silence.
Hayden exhaled hard, the sound crackling over the phone speaker. When he spoke again, his voice was a notch lower.
“Okay, okay,” Hayden said, exhaling audibly. “So… like. What do you need. Are you at the hospital?”
“Yes,” Ilya said, dragging his brain back to the present. He could hear a baby crying faintly through the nursery door, a high, thin wail that made his chest ache. “Shane is in ICU and baby is in Special Care Nursery. I am going back and forth. David and Yuna are here too.”
“Well, shit,” Hayden muttered. “We’re leaving for Ottawa tomorrow after morning practice, do you need us to come over?”
Ilya frowned.
“…What?”
“Me and Jackie,” Hayden clarified, like that somehow made it less ridiculous. “I assume dinner is canceled, but at least we can come help. With like, the baby and stuff. Even if it’s just for a few hours.”
Ilya blinked at the door in front of him.
He hadn’t thought that far ahead. His entire world had shrunk to this floor and the one below it. The idea of people coming from outside that bubble, of Hayden and Jackie walking into the nursery with their normal clothes and their normal breaths, felt almost unreal.
“Oh,” Ilya said.
The word came out smaller than he meant it to.
“Okay. Sure.”
There was a pause on the line.
“I mean- if that’s okay…” Hayden added, sounding suddenly less certain, like now that he had offered the actual thing he wanted to offer, he was worried it had been too much.
Ilya closed his eyes again.
“No, it’s-” He swallowed. “Thank you, Pike.”
Hayden made a weird noise in the back of his throat.
“Uh. Yeah, whatever,” he said quickly. “You being sincere kinda freaks me out still.”
“Fuck you, Pike,” Ilya said automatically.
“Fuck you too, dude,” Hayden said, relief and affection and stress all jammed into the same sentence. “Keep me updated on Shane.”
“Okay,” Ilya said.
There was a pause, just long enough for Ilya to think the call had dropped.
“…Congrats,” Hayden said finally. “On the baby.”
The words hit Ilya in the sternum.
Not because they were wrong.

Because they were right.
This whole day had been sirens and blood pressure numbers and OR doors and the ventilator breathing for Shane and monitors changing under his daughter’s skin when he held her. It had not left much room for ordinary sentences.
Congrats on the baby.
Like this was also that.

Like the worst day of his life had somehow still managed to contain one of the best things that had ever happened to him.
Ilya stared at his own reflection in the glass of the nursery door. His too-bright eyes, the flattened hair, the hospital bracelet on his wrist.
He didn’t trust his voice not to break.
“Okay. Goodbye, Pike,” he said, and hung up before he could embarrass himself further.
---
The Special Care Nursery door buzzed when he pressed the button. A second later, it clicked open with that same heavy, serious sound he was already starting to associate with entering a world that was both too fragile and too loud.
Ilya stepped back into the warmer, sweeter-smelling air and let it suffocate the air around him.
A different nurse was at the desk now, but Wren appeared from behind a curtain as soon as he stepped inside, like she’d been expecting him. 
“Back so soon?” she said softly, clearly pleased.
“Yes,” Ilya said. “They kicked me out of ICU. I came here to annoy you instead.”
“Perfect,” she said. “We’ve been missing you. Come wash your hands and then go say hi to your girl.”
He did, scrubbing a little too hard at his fingers like he could wash away the echoes of the ventilator. The water was warm. The soap still smelled like fake grapefruit. His hands were starting to go pink from all the washing and sanitizing. He ignored it.
As he dried his hands, he glanced over toward the corner where their bassinet was.
The curtain was half-drawn, and through the gap, he could see the edge of the clear plastic and the little blue-green glow of the monitor. There was movement inside, the flail of a tiny fist, the kick of a miniature foot.
The sound hit his chest a second later. A wail, full-bodied and outraged, climbing in volume and then breaking on a squeaky inhale, only to start again with renewed vigor.
He knew it by now.
It was thinner than the full-throated outrage she had used on first meeting him, but no less annoyed. A ragged, escalating complaint that paused only long enough for her to inhale and decide she had more to say.
“She’s been like that since you left,” Wren said, coming up beside him with a faint smile. 
“She was sleeping when I left,” Ilya said, frowning. “Is she okay?”
“She’s fine,” Wren assured him. “Vitals are good. She’s just cranky. Come see.”
He followed her around the curtain.
Their daughter lay in the bassinet where he’d left her, under the gentle glare of the warmer. The blanket that had been neatly tucked around her feet earlier was a mess now, kicked loose and bunched up around her knees. Her arms were free again, fists flailing in little arcs. Her face was red, mouth open in a furious O, eyebrows scrunched so hard they practically met in the middle.
The monitor above her showed numbers that meant more to him now than they had a few hours ago.
Heart rate: 172 beats per minute, little green line jumping fast. Respiratory rate: high sixties, small rise and fall of the blue bars. Oxygen saturation: 95%, holding steady with the help of the nasal cannula.
“She’s been doing this off and on for the last half hour, she’ll settle for a few minutes and then remember she’s mad again,” Wren said over the crying. “We changed her diaper, checked her temperature, made sure her IV’s okay. She just…” She shrugged. “Has a lot of feelings about existing.”
Yuna stood beside the bassinet, trying to tuck the blanket around the baby’s feet again with one hand while the other stroked her tiny chest in slow circles.
“David went to go check on Anya. Your daughter is very mad,” Yuna said, her eyes wet but her mouth curved. “I think she has realized she does not like being in the outside world without one of her dads.”
“Without…?” Ilya repeated.
“She just wants her papa,” Yuna said simply.
Something hot and awful and bright moved through Ilya so quickly he almost felt embarrassed to still be standing.
Ilya had not realized until that second how much he needed one living thing in this building to visibly want him.
“She settled for a while after you left,” Yuna said, stroking the baby’s chest gently. “Then she woke up and wasn’t happy. Wren thinks-”
“I think she liked your giant warm body and the sound of your voice,” Wren said, practical as ever. “And then you disappeared. Which was very rude of you, clearly.”
Ilya blinked and stared at his daughter’s tiny furious face.
“She does not know it is me,” he said automatically.
Wren gave him a look that very clearly suggested she had already decided he was both competent and a little bit stupid.
“Babies know quite a lot, actually,” Wren said cheerfully. “Even the stubborn ones. Especially the stubborn ones. Come on, Dad. Let’s see what happens when she hears you.”
He stepped closer to the bassinet, feeling absurdly self-conscious. The baby’s cries seemed to intensify as he approached, as though she could sense his proximity and was determined to make him fully aware of her displeasure with the universe.
Hey,” he said, voice a little rough. “It is not that bad out here. Calm down, моё солнышко.» (my sunshine.”)
The effect wasn’t immediate, but it was noticeable. The next wail hitched, the end of it trailing off into a confused squawk. Her fists kept flailing, but the movement lost some of its frantic edge. Her head turned slightly, jerking in the direction of Ilya.
Wren glanced up at the monitor, then back at him.
“Look at that,” she said softly. “Heart rate’s down a little already. She knows you.”
It felt dangerous, the way the words slid under his ribs.
He looked at the numbers.
Heart rate: 163. 159. 156.
It was still high but the little green line’s peaks weren’t quite as frantic. The bar for respiratory rate shortened a fraction.
He swallowed.
“She was just tired of her Grandma,” he said, because if he leaned into it too hard he might cry. “Too much nagging.”
Yuna snorted. “Please. She loves me already.”
The baby let out another squawk, but it had shifted now, more like a noisy complaint than an emergency. Her legs kicked against the blanket, sending it sliding even further toward her hips.
“She’s also probably hungry again,” Wren said. “We gave her a tiny bit of donor milk earlier and her blood sugars look good. So, she’s not crashing, but she’s definitely interested in food. The SCN doc wants to see her breathe a little easier before we try a full feed, so we’re still doing small amounts by tube for now.”
Ilya nodded vaguely, eyes still on his daughter. Her tiny chest rose and fell like she was running a marathon.
“We were thinking,” Wren went on, “if you’re up for it, we could do some skin-to-skin with you. Kangaroo care.”
He tore his gaze away from the baby long enough to look at her.
“Now?” he asked.
“If you want,” she said. “You don’t have to, but it can help calm them, regulate their breathing and temperature, all that good stuff. And it’s good for you, too.” Her eyes crinkled. “You’ve had a bit of a day.”
“That is one way to put it,” he muttered.
Yuna squeezed his arm. “Do it,” she said. “You need it. She needs it. Shane would- ” Her voice wobbled. She cleared her throat. “He’d want you to.”
The idea of taking his shirt off and climbing into a chair in the middle of a room full of machines and strangers and strangers’ babies would have sounded ridiculous to him any other day. But, this day had already broken so many of his rules about what counted as ridiculous that it barely registered.
“Yes,” he said. “Okay. If it helps her.”
Wren beamed like he’d given the right answer on a test.
“Great,” she said. “Let’s get you set up. Lose the hoodie and t-shirt, keep your pants on, and sit in the chair. We’ll get her situated on your chest and tuck you both in.”
There was a whole process to it, apparently.
He peeled his hoodie off first, wincing a little at how it tugged at his shoulders, then pulled his t-shirt over his head. The air hit his bare chest, making him suddenly aware of every scar and old bruise and patch of body hair like he was a young teen again in a real men’s locker room for the first time. He ignored the sensation because his daughter was making displeased little gasping cries that threatened to become a full scream again any second.
He dropped into the rocking chair beside the bassinet. It creaked under his weight, familiar now. He sat up straight out of instinct, then forced himself to relax his shoulders when Wren gently pushed them back against the padded headrest.
“Lean back a bit,” she instructed. “You want a good surface for her to lie on. There you go.”
Yuna busied herself folding his hoodie and t-shirt over the back of the chair. Wren reached into the bassinet, hands moving confidently around the tangle of wires and tubing.
The baby, predictably, let out another sharp cry as Wren slid a hand under her head and the other under her butt, lifting her gently. The little oxygen tube tugged at her cheek and Wren adjusted it with practiced ease.
“All right,” Wren murmured. “Let’s see what little miss thinks of this.”
She placed the baby against his bare chest, upright between his pecs, her cheek turning instinctively toward his skin before she even finished settling. Her little hands spread and flexed against him, fingers startlingly cold for half a second before the warmth of her began to register. 
Her cheek landed against his sternum, sticking a little to his skin. Her fists bunched up under her chin. Her legs curled frog-like under the blanket as Wren draped it over both of them, tucking it around his sides and behind her back.
The cannula tubing trailed up the side of his chest, taped to her face, still in place. The wires for the monitors snaked out from under the blanket, up to the screen. He could feel the pulse oximeter clip pressed against his stomach where her foot rested.
For a second, she screamed directly into his collarbone, the sound vibrating inside his chest like a physical kick.
Then she paused.
Her head shifted, nuzzling blindly, mouth rooting against his skin for something his body did not have.
“Sorry,” he muttered, voice catching. “Not the right dad for that.”
He lifted a hand, so carefully, and cupped the back of her head, fingers spread to support the soft curve of her skull. His other hand settled between her shoulder blades, palm covering almost her entire back.
“There we go,” Wren said, pulling the blanket snug around both of them, leaving only the baby’s head exposed. “Tuck your hands around her like that, perfect. Support her bottom. Beautiful.”
Ilya did as told.
The baby let out one more indignant wail into his sternum. Then another, shorter one. Then a fierce little grumble that dissolved into a snuffling noise instead.
Wren looked at the monitor.
Yuna looked at the baby.
Ilya looked down, afraid to breathe wrong.
The baby made a few breathy, complaining noises into his chest, then inhaled sharply, the sound cool on his skin. Her tiny hand crept out from under her chin, fingers flexing. She grabbed a handful of his chest hair with her sharp little nails, and tugged.
“Ow,”  Ilya winced, more on instinct than because it really hurt.
Yuna laughed softly. Wren made a pleased little noise from near the monitor.
“Look,” she said, tilting the screen so he could see without shifting too much. “Look at her heart rate.”
He glanced up.
The green number had slid down from the 150s into the high 130s, then the mid-130s. The line above it had smoothed, the peaks less jagged. Her respiratory rate bar had shortened, the number next to it dropping from the sixties to the low fifties.
Her oxygen saturation ticked up a notch: 97%, then 98%.
Her chest against his felt less like frantic panting now, more like a fast, steady flutter. Her muscles, which had been taut and jerky, softened under his hand.
Her cries dwindled to grumbles, then to occasional squeaks, then to little snuffly breaths.
“See that?” Wren said, voice warm. “She likes you.”
Ilya stared at the screen.
He had spent the last hour in a room where he told his husband everything that mattered and not a single visible number had moved.
Now, with his daughter warm and angry and alive on his chest, the bright green digits softened one by one as if the simple fact of him being there had reached inside her and flipped switches.
It did something to him so sudden and painful he had to look away from the monitor.
Shane’s numbers had held, stubbornly, where the machines and the drugs kept them. Steady. Unmoved by anything but chemistry and protocol.
Here, the change was obvious. Immediate. His presence was measurable in beats per minute and breaths per minute and percentages on a screen.
He wasn’t sure if that made him feel better or worse.
“You are very needy,” he muttered into the top of his daughter’s head, his throat thick. “You were screaming whole time I was downstairs, really?”
Yuna’s hand touched his shoulder, fingers squeezing gently.
“She calmed down a bit on me,” she said. “But yes, she knew something was missing.”
“She is barely born,” Ilya said. “She should not know these things.”
The baby shifted again, her cheek rubbing against his chest. Her mouth opened, tongue pressing against his skin in a half-hearted search. She made a frustrated little grunt, then seemed to accept that his body was not going to provide what she wanted and settled for squishing her face into him instead.
He tilted his head down until his chin rested lightly on the crown of her head.
She smelled like hospital and something else. That faint, sweet, milky scent that had already lodged itself somewhere behind his sternum.
“Hi,” he whispered, “I am back. Happy now?”
She made a little sighing grunt into his skin that sounded suspiciously like not entirely, but close enough. Her fingers flexed against his skin again, then relaxed, her hand going limp in his chest hair.
He watched the numbers creep another notch.
Heart rate: 132. 129.
He felt his own lungs start to mimic the rhythm under his palm, his body unconsciously syncing to the fast, tiny movements of hers. 
Downstairs, Shane’s chest rose and fell on a schedule dictated by a machine. Up here, his daughter’s breaths were messy and irregular and gloriously her own.
“Shane is going to be so pissed he missed this,” he said quietly.
Yuna’s hand tightened on his shoulder again.
“He’ll get his turn,” she said. “He’ll get to do this too.”
Ilya didn’t look up at her. He kept his gaze on the monitor and the tiny person who had turned his life inside out in under six hours.
He thought of Shane’s face in the hallway, eyes wide and scared, saying ‘Don’t leave’. He thought of the OR doors closing, of the little square of glass swallowing his husband.
He thought of his mother, the last time he’d walked away from someone like that and had never seen them again. 
His chest tightened, but the weight on it kept him anchored.
“You should talk to her more,” Yuna said quietly from nearby. “She likes your voice.”
He opened his eyes and looked down.
The baby’s face had lost some of its scrunched outrage. Her mouth was still making little searching motions, but slower now. She looked impossibly small and impossibly offended by the existence of the world and exactly like someone who would one day boss all of them around without even trying.
So, Ilya kept talking.
He told her her dad was stubborn and beautiful and currently asleep in another part of the hospital but trying very hard to get back to her. He told her the first thing he had seen in her had been his own stupid nose and then the curve of Shane’s eyes and how that had nearly killed him on the spot. He told her how much he hoped she was like his husband in every way. He told her David was already planning to spoil her and Yuna would absolutely teach her everything she had ever known. 
He told her again that Shane loved her. 
He told her about Hayden Pike and despite the fact he had about a million children of his own, he’ll probably end up being a good uncle. 
He told her there will be about a hundred more.
He told her, quietly, in Russian and English both, that he had left her for a little while because her dad needed him, and that he would probably have to keep doing that for the rest of his life, moving back and forth between the two of them. 
But he also needed her to know that that leaving was not the same as abandoning and he needed her to understand the difference even if she was still too new to know what words were.
Her heart rate held steady.

Her breathing kept easing.
And under his palm, the tiny movements of her body grew less frantic, more purposeful, as if she had decided that yes, for the next little while, this would do.
For the first time since the OR doors had closed in his face, Ilya felt something close enough to steadiness that he was willing to sit still inside it. His shoulders dropped fully, the tension in them loosening by degrees. The room’s edges blurred. The curtain muffled the outside noise into a soft hum.
Not peace. That would have been insulting.
Shane was still in ICU. He still had not opened his eyes. Their whole life had still split down the middle in the space of one terrible afternoon.
But this, with his daughter’s warmth soaking into his skin and the monitor proving she needed less from the world when she had him, was enough to keep the floor under him for a little while longer.
He looked down at her and felt something in himself give way.
So this is what they mean, he thought.
Not the polished version.

Not the one people tell once they’ve survived it.

Not the version that fits in baby books or framed photographs.
This one.
The one where a stranger becomes yours in a single breath.

Where love doesn’t ask to be let in, doesn’t build slowly, doesn’t wait until you feel ready.

It just arrives, huge and merciless and complete,and suddenly there is no part of your life that does not belong to it.
She had only been in his arms for minutes.

He already knew, with a certainty that frightened him, that there was nothing he would not do for her.
He didn’t know how long he sat there with her pressed to his chest, wrapped up in hospital blankets and the smell of antiseptic and the too-loud, too-fast love pulsing under his skin.
Time stopped mattering.
Ilya let his eyes close, just for a minute, forehead resting lightly against the soft fuzz of her hair.
“I am here,” he whispered to both of them, to the child on his chest and the man unconscious two floors below. “Я здесь. I am not going anywhere.”
Outside the curtain, the nursery hummed on. Somewhere down the hall, behind locked ICU doors and a forest of machines, Shane breathed with the help of a ventilator and knew none of this yet.
Ilya bent his head and pressed his mouth very carefully to the top of his daughter’s soft, warm hair.
Somewhere in his pocket, his phone buzzed again.
He didn’t reach for it.
For the first time all day, he felt exactly where he was supposed to be.





  
    Chapter End Notes

    updates posted at @reedp0int
also, please dm/message if you wanted to be added to a list of people to tag when each chapter is posted.
ao3 takes about an hour to send out emails once something is posted.

hope you guys enjoyed!! thank you for your continued support, i wish i could get this out quicker to you guys


  


      

  












      Chapter 16
  



    Chapter Notes

      hover/click on the russian to see the translations!!


      
        See the end of the chapter for more notes
      






  Shane woke in little tiny pieces.
He didn’t wake all at once, not in any sort of clean, cinematic way, like in the movies where eyes snap open and rooms suddenly come into focus.
Instead, it felt like Shane was surfacing through thick mud. 
There was some mechanical beeping somewhere to his left. A low, rhythmic hiss and release that his fogged-out brain tried to identify as a vent in the ceiling before the sound shifted and became something closer, more human-made. A voice Shane couldn’t immediately recognize but could tell it was somewhere nearby, speaking low enough that the words didn’t quite separate from the rest of the noise. The faint squeak of rubber soles on the hospital floor that made his teeth ache. The papery drag of fabric when somebody adjusted a blanket or a gown or one of the lines taped to his skin.
Shane drifted back down before he could figure out any of it.
The next time he surfaced, his body arrived before the room did.
His mouth was dry. His throat hurt in a deep, scraped way, like he’d swallowed glass and then tried to scream around it. His chest felt tight and heavy, his limbs leaden under the blanket. There was pain in his abdomen, but it didn’t feel like the sharp and tearing and too-big pressure he remembered from before.
This pain was different.
It sat low and wide, a dense, pulling ache that seemed to belong to his entire middle. Like something had been opened and then duct-taped back together. Under that there was another wrongness, the absence of something that had still been there the last time he’d been properly awake.
His stomach felt… empty. Not hollow, exactly. But wrong. Nothing like it had felt for months. 
Shane tried to shift against the mattress and immediately regretted it. Pain flared hot and mean across his lower abdomen, and then the whole world blinked white for a second.
A hand touched his forearm.
Not grabbing. Just there.

Warm. Steady.
“Hey, buddy. Easy.”
Shane’s brain took a second to place the voice.
Dad.
Shane didn’t open his eyes right away. He let the word settle first, turning it over in the dark like a stone in his palm. He tried to answer and got no farther than a rough hum that scraped his throat on the way out.
“That’s okay,” David said immediately, voice softening the way it always did when Shane got a little too overwhelmed as a kid and everybody else kept asking questions too fast. “You don’t need to speak. You can just… be awake for a minute.”
Shane let that exist in the air without arguing with it.
He opened his eyes.
The ceiling came first, pale and too bright even in the dimness. Not the terrible, surgery-suite white he vaguely remembered in flashes, just hospital white, the kind that always looked faintly blue around the edges. A fluorescent panel glowed somewhere above him, softened by the room lights being kept low.
The rest came in pieces after that.
There was a monitor to his left with green numbers and a bright line tracing peaks across a black screen. An IV pole. Clear bags hanging from hooks. A curtain partly drawn. A window beyond it gone black with night, or maybe very early morning, the glass reflecting back the low-lit room instead of whatever was outside.
And beside the bed, in a padded chair pulled close enough that his knee almost touched the rail, sat Shane’s father.
He looked awful.
Not in a dramatic way. But in a way that starkly contrasted the way Shane remembered last seeing him in Shane’s living room. His hair was flattened in the back from leaning back in the chair, and he was wearing a sweater Shane recognized, but he also simultaneously knew David had been wearing it earlier. His face was lined with exhaustion and that very specific kind of alertness people got when they’d been tired too long and didn’t trust themselves to rest.
Shane stared at him for a second too long, trying to make his brain catch up.
The hospital. The high blood pressure. The headache. The floor.
The seizure.
Or had that been a dream? It couldn’t have been a dream. He remembered Ilya’s face over him, white around the mouth. He remembered trying to tell somebody their daughter wasn’t moving. He remembered… OR doors? Bright light. Hands. A voice saying ‘I’m coming, I promise.’
David must have seen something change in his face, because he leaned forward a little, careful not to crowd.
“Do you want a little water?”
Shane swallowed automatically and winced. That answered that, probably. 
He moved his hand a little, or thought he did. David saw it anyway.
“Okay,” he said. “Hang on.”
David helped guide a straw toward Shane’s mouth from a plastic hospital cup with ice water in it. He didn’t make a production of helping, just moved slow enough that Shane could track him.
Shane took the smallest sip imaginable.
Cold hit his tongue. Then his throat.

It still hurt, but less in a tearing way and more in a bruised one.
He shut his eyes for a second and breathed.
David set the cup down. He didn’t immediately fill the silence, which made something inside Shane loosen by a fraction. Yuna would have asked six questions already, all loving and all impossible. Ilya would’ve climbed halfway into the bed and started trying to touch his face and his shoulder and his hair all at once like proximity could outrun Ilya’s own panic.
David just sat there and waited until Shane’s breathing stopped sounding like Shane was fighting every breath.
“How are you feeling?”
Shane made a face.
It was the only honest answer he had.
David huffed a breath that wasn’t quite a laugh. “Yeah,” he said. “I get it. You’re at the hospital.”
He paused, like he was lining the next words up carefully so Shane wouldn’t have to.
“You had surgery. You were very sick. You’re okay though. You’re safe.”
The sentence should have landed cleanly.

Instead it snagged on one word.
Surgery.
Shane’s hand moved before he fully decided to move it, sliding weakly toward his abdomen under the blanket. He didn’t get very far before the pain found him again, low and hot and pulling.
His whole body stiffened.
David noticed instantly.
“Hey,” he said quietly. “Easy.”
Shane dragged in a breath that felt too shallow.
“M-” His voice broke against the first consonant. He swallowed, tried again. “Baby?”
The word came out small and cracked and horrible.
David’s whole face changed. 
“She’s alright,” he said immediately. “She’s alive. She’s okay.”
Shane stared at him. The room tilted a little and then steadied again.
“She…” he managed.
David nodded, understanding more from the shape of the word than from anything Shane had actually said.
“She’s in the Special Care Nursery,” he said. “Not NICU. They’re watching her because she came early and because of the whole… emergency everything. But she’s doing well. Better than they had expected.”
Better than expected.
The words hit weirdly. Too big and too vague at once.
Shane’s mouth worked around the next question before sound would cooperate.
“What…” He swallowed. Tried again. “What happened?”
David took a breath.
“Your blood pressure got very high,” he said. “You had a seizure at home, and your placenta was starting to detach, so they had to do an emergency C-section.”
Shane’s brain tried to picture all of it and immediately skidded away.
David went on, voice still level. “You lost some blood so they transfused you, and they kept you sedated after because everything was still all over the place.”
Shane stared at him, trying to do the math around a brain that felt packed in wool.
“How…” he whispered. “Long?”
“You’ve been mostly out for almost two days.”
Two days. That couldn’t be right.

Shane’s chest tightened. His whole body felt too far away from him.
Almost two days meant the baby was already here, had been here, had existed in the world breathing actual air for nearly forty-eight hours while Shane had been nowhere. While her whole family, except for Shane, had met her. While she’d cried and been fed and held and watched and he’d been… what? Laying here?
His breathing went wrong.
David leaned forward immediately. “Hey. Easy.”
Shane pressed his lips together, but the panic still climbed.
“Your daughter is okay,” David said. “Yuna’s with her right now.”
David waited until Shane actually looked at him again before adding, “Your mom’s with your baby, and I’m here. We’ve been trading off.”
Trading off. Like he was something to be covered, like a shift in a game.
The thought wasn’t fair. He knew it even while it happened.

It still made his throat tighten.
“Il…” he said.
Ilya. Where was Ilya.
“Ilya finally crashed,” he said. “He’d been trying not to. Your husband had been running on fumes for… basically thirty hours straight. Yuna bullied him into one of those bad recliners and he basically passed out.”
The image arrived in Shane’s head all at once and painfully clear. Ilya folded badly into some plasticky hospital chair, knees too long for it, arms crossed over his chest like his body had shut down before his pride could finish objecting.
Shane’s eyes burned unexpectedly. He shut them before anything could happen about that.
The room swayed gently behind his eyelids. His body felt miles deep. His limbs were so heavy it didn’t seem worth trying to move them again.
David waited.

Shane appreciated that so much it almost hurt.
He became dimly aware of the sounds around him again while they sat there. The hiss of oxygen somewhere near the wall. The soft electronic chirp of the monitor. A distant cart rattling past in the hallway. Somewhere down the unit, someone coughed, and a nurse’s voice answered too quietly to make out.
It all felt very far away.

Like he was hearing it through cotton.
“Do you want to know more right now,” David asked eventually, “or later?”
Shane thought about it.
He wanted everything. He wanted nothing.

He wanted to know if she was okay and he wanted nobody to speak ever again.
“Little,” he said at last.
David nodded once, immediately.
“Okay, a little.”
He shifted in his chair, one ankle crossing over the other. 
“Your daughter’s breathing on her own,” David said. “She’s been having a little oxygen, but she never needed a breathing tube. She’s small, but not dangerously small. Very loud.”
He paused, and the corner of his mouth twitched.
“She comes by it honestly.”
That did it.
Not a real laugh, but something in Shane’s chest loosened around the edges. Something like one, thin and painful and brief.
David saw it and didn’t make a thing of it.
“I have a picture,” he said after a beat. “If you want.”
Something inside Shane immediately recoiled.
Not because he didn’t care. No. That was the problem.
The problem was that he wanted too much and had nothing stable enough in himself to hold it. His stomach turned over hard. His head spiked.
Shane looked away from David and back at the ceiling tile.
“...No,” he whispered.
It came out raw and ashamed.
David’s face didn’t change. He didn’t flinch or look disappointed or surprised.

That, more than anything, made Shane want to cry.
“…Okay,” David said. “You can do later. Or not with me. Or not today.”
The pressure behind Shane’s eyes worsened anyway.
“Sorry,” he said automatically.
David frowned. “For what?”
Shane opened his mouth. Nothing coherent came. For not wanting to see her. For being afraid. For waking up two days late to his own life. For not having the Yuna moment yet, the ‘oh, it’s you moment’, the one that had stuck in his ribs ever since she’d told him that story.
What if it didn’t happen? What if all that terror and nausea and resentment and body-horror and nearly dying had only been a long, ugly tunnel leading to… nothing. Or worse than nothing. The wrong thing.
He could not say any of that.

Not with his tongue thick and his thoughts moving like injured things.
David spared him from trying.
“You’re overwhelmed,” he said. “It’s okay.”
The simplicity of it landed better than reassurance would have.
Shane let his eyes drift shut again.
His daughter.
The words and concepts around her existed in pieces. Special Care Nursery. Loud. Small. Breathing on her own. Two days old already, somehow. He tried to build a person out of those facts and couldn’t. His brain kept throwing up a blank.
Or worse, it kept trying to give him a faceless little shape with Ilya’s hands around it, Yuna’s face over it, everyone else already knowing her better than he did.
His stomach clenched at the thought. Which was stupid, because the place where she’d been was empty now and hurt when he did that.
David’s voice came again, low and steady.
“Hayden and Jackie were here yesterday after the game. You were still out of it, but they both spent some time talking to you. They both visited your daughter, too.”
Shane blinked his eyes open.
Yesterday. The game.
His brain made a sad little attempt at catching up and failed.
“They’re staying nearby for a bit,” David went on. “Hayden’s taking some time, Jackie too. Their kids are with Hayden’s parents. They’re not going to be here forever, but they wanted to be close. At least hopefully long enough for you to wake up.”
That should have been reassuring.
Instead the information stacked itself clumsily in Shane’s lap. Hayden and Jackie. They saw her. People have seen her. People have held the shape of his life in their hands while he was unconscious and full of tubes and blood and magnesium and whatever else.
Shane stared at the ceiling again.
His throat hurt. His body hurt. His head still felt packed too tight. But under all of that, in a place he couldn’t really get at yet, there was another feeling. Smaller. Meaner.
Not ‘what if I don’t love her.’

That had been the ugly old fear, the one he’d carried through pregnancy like contraband.
This felt sharper.
What if she’s already started without me?
What if two days is enough time for a newborn brain to decide whose chest feels right and whose voice means comfort and whose hands don’t shake?
What if she meets him and feels… nothing?
The thought was so stupid it made him hate himself on contact. But, it also wouldn’t leave.
He turned his head a little toward David and immediately wished he hadn’t because the room dipped and righted again, too slow.
David saw it anyway.
“Okay,” he said softly, in the tone he used when Shane was young and overstimulated, “I think you’re done.”
Shane’s mouth twitched weakly.
“Yeah,” he whispered, or meant to.
“You should go back to sleep,” David said. “I’ll tell your mom you were awake. Ilya too, once he wakes back up.”
Sleep sounded both impossible and like the only thing in the world.
Shane let his eyes drift closed again.
There was a little shuffling sound, then David’s hand, warm and broad and familiar, settled briefly over Shane’s forearm. Not gripping, just there. Simply grounding.
“M’kay,” Shane murmured.
His own voice already sounded far away to him.
David sat there another second. Shane could feel it, the way he always could with his father, that quiet, shared understanding that didn’t need filling with extra words.
Then David said, very softly, “You did good, bug.”
The phrase slipped under his ribs before he could defend against it.
Bug.
For one dizzy second he was six years old again, feverish and furious and trying not to cry over a scraped knee or a ruined practice or some world-ending thing that later turned out not to be one.
You did good, bug.
His throat closed.
Shane wanted to say he hadn’t. That he’d missed the birth and the first cry and two full days of his daughter existing. That almost dying did not feel like doing good. That if he had done good, maybe she would still have been inside him where it was quiet and safe and not on another floor in a hospital bassinet with oxygen tubing and strangers and everybody but him.
None of it made it to his mouth. 
---
Shane slept badly, which still counted as better than not sleeping at all.
It wasn’t proper sleep so much as being pulled under in pieces. He surfaced and sank and surfaced again, never fully sure how much time had passed between one moment of vague consciousness and the next. Sometimes the room was there around him, pale and dim and too full of machines. Sometimes it wasn’t a room at all, just sound. A monitor. Footsteps. The low creak of the door. Voices beyond the curtain. The scrape of a chair moving.
His body kept waking before the rest of him did.
Shane always registered the pain first. It was low and pulling across his abdomen, deep enough that he could feel it even through whatever medications they were pushing into him. The ache in his throat every time he swallowed. The heavy, floaty soreness in his limbs, as if he’d been taken apart and put back together in the wrong order. His head still hurt too, though not the white-hot, behind-the-eyes pain from before. This was a bruised sort of hurt now. A warning. A throb he could step around if he moved his thoughts carefully enough.
He came up into consciousness once because someone was checking something at his neck, the sensation of cool fingers against skin and tape and the soft click of plastic. He surfaced again when a blood pressure cuff squeezed his arm hard enough to make him grimace. Another time, someone said his name in the doorway, got no answer, and said it louder. 
Each time, the world hovered just out of reach.

Each time, sleep dragged him back down before he could decide if that was mercy or not.
The next time he woke, there was a face much too close to his own.
Shane flinched on instinct. Not far. He didn’t have enough energy to move more than a few centimeters. Just enough to drag his head a fraction into the pillow and blink hard against the blur.
Then the face resolved.
Ilya.
He looked wrecked.
His hair stuck up in flattened, sleep-smashed sections, curls bent at odd angles as if he’d slept against a wall and then had run his hands through it a million times afterward. His hoodie was gone, replaced by a wrinkled t-shirt under a zip-up he hadn’t bothered to do up. There were shadows under his eyes so dark they almost looked bruised. Stubble had crept a little farther over his jaw than Shane was used to seeing, enough that he knew Ilya had not gone home, had not showered properly, had not done anything beyond maybe splashing water on his face and trusting that counted as maintenance.
He also looked… incandescent.
The second their eyes met properly, something in Ilya’s whole face opened up so fast it was almost violent.
“Shane.”
It came out wrecked and warm and disbelieving all at the same time.
Ilya surged out of the chair so fast it nearly toppled, leaning over Shane’s bed. His hands came up to Shane’s face, careful, trembling, touching Shane’s cheek, Shane’s forehead, Shane’s hairline like he was checking that Shane was real.
“Hi,” Shane managed, voice shredded into something barely usable.
Ilya made the smallest, most devastated sound Shane had ever heard out of his husband and then bent down, carefully, so carefully, pressing kiss after kiss over Shane’s forehead and temple and cheekbone like he had to convince himself Shane was really here by touch alone.
“You are awake,” he said into Shane’s skin, voice thick, accent rushing heavier with emotion. “You are awake. Oh my God. «Любовь моя,  (My love, )my love, hi. Hi. Ты здесь. Ты проснулся. I love you.”  (You’re here. You’re awake. I love you.”)
Shane let his eyes close for a second under the onslaught of warmth.

And for one suspended moment, he was just... Happy.
No caveat. No panic. No thought spiral. Just Ilya’s mouth warm on his face and the reality that he had not died and neither, apparently, had his husband.
“I love you,” Ilya was saying between them, “Я люблю тебя, I love you, God, you scared me so much, so much-”
Shane should have told him to stop. Or slow down. Or at least breathe.
Instead, for one suspended, fragile second, all he felt was relief, huge and immediate and animal. Relief that Ilya was here. Relief that Shane was here too. Relief that there was a familiar hand on his face and a familiar mouth pressing against his skin and a familiar, stupidly emotional man looking at him like he’d dragged the sun back up single-handedly.
It made his chest ache.
His own hand moved before he fully decided to move it, lifting off the blanket in a slow, ugly effort and finding the sleeve of Ilya’s zip-up near the wrist, and curling his fingers there.
Ilya went still for half a heartbeat.

Then visibly melted.
“Hey,” Shane said.
The word came out rough and much thinner than he meant it to, but it was enough.
Ilya laughed. It was wet around the edges.
“Hey?” Ilya repeated, disbelieving, and kissed his cheek again. “That is all you say? Just hey? I almost had heart attack like six times.”
Shane’s mouth twitched. It hurt more than it should have.
Ilya saw the wince and instantly backed off half an inch, eyes scanning his face with that terrible, searching intensity Shane usually liked and currently wanted to hide from.
“Are you okay?” he asked, far too fast. “Do you hurt? Do you need the nurse? Water? You want me to get the nurse?”
“Ilya,” Shane said, the word scratching at his throat.
Ilya shut his mouth.

Barely.
Shane swallowed. Regretted it. Pushed through anyway.
“I’m okay,” Shane said.
It was a lie, obviously. But it was close enough to one true thing that it counted.
For right now, in this second, with Ilya’s hand still cupping his face and his own fingers hooked weakly in Ilya’s sleeve, he was okay enough.
Ilya stared at him for another beat, then leaned forward and pressed his forehead carefully to Shane’s.
“I love you,” Ilya said again, quieter now. “Do you understand? I really, really love you.”
Shane shut his eyes for a second.
“Yeah,” he whispered. “I know.”
And he did.
That was the problem with Ilya. For all his nonsense, for all his volume and posturing and stupid little smirks and the whole giant theatrical production of being Ilya Rozanov, he was never unclear about loving Shane. Never halfway. Never politely. Never in a way Shane could file away and doubt later.
It hit him whole every time.
Shane wanted, suddenly and sharply, to stay in this exact moment forever.
Not forever forever.

Just for a while.
Long enough that nothing else had to exist in the room except the fact that he’d woken up and Ilya was happy about it and no one was asking anything of him yet. No catching up to two days of living he had somehow missed. Just this.
He should have known it wouldn’t last even thirty seconds.
Ilya pulled back just enough to look at him again, his whole face lit with the sort of helpless, fever-bright happiness Shane had only ever seen on him after impossible wins.
“Shane,” he said, and the name came out almost laughing. “Our daughter. She is incredible.”
There it was.
Shane felt the shift in himself so fast it almost gave him whiplash.
His body didn’t move much, but inside something closed.

Not all the way. Just enough.
The happiness didn’t disappear.

That would have been easier.
It stayed.

And then panic slid in underneath it, thin and cold and immediate, like water pooling under a door.
Ilya either didn’t notice or noticed and misread it as fatigue, because he kept going.
“She is so loud,” he said, smiling in a way that would have been obscene under less terrible circumstances. “Like, unbelievably loud. The nurses say this is good. They love how loud she is. She keeps yelling at everybody. But she knows what she wants, which I think is a good thing.”
Shane tried to listen. He really did.
He also felt panic bloom inside him with such intensity he felt nauseous. Not that old ugly fear, the one Shane had carried through the pregnancy like poison in a hidden pocket, the ‘what if I don’t love her, what if I meet her and feel nothing, what if all of this horror has been in service of a blank space where a father should be?’
That fear had not survived all of this with reality intact, not really. It was obvious, at least to Shane at this point, that he cared. He cared so much it scared him, but that was not the problem anymore. The problem was bigger and stupider and meaner.
The problem was that he cared so much it made him want to hide. To run in fear of getting hurt. 
“I have photos,” Ilya said suddenly, and reached for his phone with the sort of bright eagerness Shane usually loved and currently wanted to flee from.
No.
The word hit Shane’s chest before it got to his mouth.
Ilya had his phone half out already, fumbling a little with it because his hands were still shaking. “Look,” he said, voice warm and overfull. “She did this thing with her hand- Oh and there’s one where she is sleeping but looking angry, and one with Yuna, and one where-”
“No.”
It came out sharper than Shane intended.

Not loud. He didn’t have enough voice for loud.

But definite. Immediate. Enough to stop Ilya mid-motion.
The room went still.
Ilya blinked, phone half-unlocked in his hand.
“What?”
Shane swallowed.

Everything in him felt suddenly too small and too exposed.
“I-” he started, and stopped because he had no idea how to make the words line up without sounding insane.
Shane was just...so tired. So, so tired.
Ilya’s expression changed in increments.
First surprise. Then concern. Then a tight little confusion that Shane knew too well by now, the one that meant Ilya had hit something in Shane he did not understand and was trying not to stomp on it by accident.
“Hey,” he said more softly. “You do not have to right this second if you are too tired. We can do later. But…” He frowned a little. “You don’t want to see?”
It was a reasonable question.

It still made Shane feel like his skin had gone on wrong.
He looked away from Ilya’s face and toward the blanket, toward his own hand still twisted in that sleeve. 
Because if he saw her…
His mind skidded violently between possibilities. If he saw her and felt nothing, that would be one kind of ruin. But he already knew, now, with a clarity he did not want, that it wouldn’t be nothing. If he saw her and loved her…really really loved her, all at once, helplessly, irreversibly… Then it would only make the other fear worse.
What if she didn’t love him back.
Shane knew how stupid that sounded. She was a newborn. She had existed outside his body for barely two days. She did not have the cognitive complexity to decide she hated anybody. She was probably mostly a collection of reflexes and sleep cycles and righteous indignation.
His brain did not care. His brain had already built the shape of the thing and was now turning it slowly in its hands.
What if she knew? 
What if somewhere in whatever little mammal part of her existed before thought and language, she knew he had failed her? That his body had almost killed them both? That he had seized and bled and let the placenta peel away and let her oxygen disappear and let strangers cut her out under bright lights while he did nothing except lie there and almost die?
What if babies came into the world already carrying resentment in their bones? What if she had spent two days in other people’s arms and already learned, in the dumb animal way of infants, which bodies were safe and which bodies were not? What if the second he saw her, he would know she’d forgotten him?
Somehow, the worst thought to come to Shane’s mind?
What if she never really knew him at all?
“Shane?” Ilya said again, quieter this time.
The softness in his voice hurt worse than pressure would have.
Shane licked his lips. His mouth was dry again.
“I’m just…” he started.
Cowardly. Ridiculous. Stupid and weak and somehow already failing as a father before he’d even met her. Postpartum and broken and raw enough that every thought felt exposed before he even said it.
Ilya set the phone face-down on the blanket by his thigh, immediately. The movement was careful enough that Shane wanted to cry again.
“Okay,” he said. “You don’t have to. I just…” Ilya hesitated. “I just don’t understand.”
Of course he didn’t. How could he?
Ilya had held her already. He’d probably already fed her, and changed her, and comforted her. She probably had cried and cried after Shane had ruined her and when Ilya had arrived, she probably had calmed for him within mere moments. She probably already associated him with being safe. 
Shane had been unconscious through all of it.
He wanted very badly, for one brief ugly second, to resent that. He couldn’t manage it. Not when Ilya looked this exhausted and this open and this young with joy.
It made everything worse.
Because Shane wasn’t jealous, exactly. He was grateful, and gutted, and ashamed of both at once.
“I’m scared,” he said finally.
The words seemed to settle Ilya for a second. His shoulders loosened a fraction.
“Okay,” he said, very gently now, “Scared of what?”
Shane laughed once under his breath.
Not because anything was funny. Because the answer was.
Everything, obviously. Her face. His reaction. Her reaction. The whole impossible fact of her.
But there was one fear at the center of it now, stupid and shining and raw.
He stared at a wrinkle in the hospital blanket until it blurred.
“What if…” He swallowed. Tried again. “What if she doesn’t like me?”
Silence.
Not shocked silence. Not offended silence. Just the sort that followed a sentence so far outside expected traffic that the other person had to stop and walk around it slowly before speaking.
Ilya blinked.
“What?”
There it was. The incomprehension.
Shane almost said never mind. 'Forget it! It’s the morphine talking. Or some form of ICU psychosis. Please leave me in this room and never look me in the face again.'
But now that the words were in the room, they felt horrible and true and impossible to retrieve.
“What if she…” Shane looked away harder, as if there were somewhere else in the room he could put his face and not be perceived. “What if she hates me?”
Ilya stared at him, expression genuinely unreadable.
“Shane,” he said slowly. “She is two days old.”
“I know.”
This came out with more force than Shane intended. He shut his eyes, breathed through the stab of pain that even that small spike in emotion caused.
“I know,” he repeated, quieter. “I know that. I know she’s not… I don’t know.”
“Then, what…?”
“But what if she knows anyway?” Shane cut in, and now that he’d started, the thoughts were coming out jagged and too fast, “What if she knows I fucked this up. What if she knows I almost…” His throat tightened around the rest. He forced it through. “I almost killed her.”
Ilya’s face changed completely. Not because he agreed, but because the sentence seemed to wound him on contact.
“You did not-”
“My body did,” Shane said.
The room swayed a little.

Shane gripped the blanket harder.
“My body did,” he repeated, because there was no point pretending the distinction mattered much to him right now. “I was supposed to keep her safe and instead I had a seizure on the living room floor and the placenta detached and she stopped moving and then they had to cut her out because everything was going wrong. And I missed-” His voice broke. “I missed everything.”
He hated the sound of himself. Hated the helplessness in it. Hated more that he could not seem to stop.
“I wasn’t there,” he said. “I wasn’t there when she was born. I wasn’t there for…” He made a weak, furious gesture that encompassed two entire lost days. “Any of it. Everyone else got there first. You. My mom. Jackie and Hayden apparently, Jesus Christ. And now what, I’m supposed to look at a photo and be normal about it?”
Ilya looked stricken now, which made Shane feel worse and also unable to stop.
“Maybe she already knows who her people are,” Shane whispered. “Maybe I’m not one of them.”
That did it.
Ilya made a quiet, incredulous sound and stood up so fast the chair legs scraped.
For one awful second Shane thought he was angry.
Then Ilya was just… there. Leaning over the bed. One hand hovering near Shane’s face like he didn’t know whether touch would help or hurt this time.
“Shane,” he said, and there was so much love and frustration and disbelief in it that Shane almost wished he’d yelled instead. “No.”
Shane shut his eyes again.
“It’s stupid,” he muttered.
“No,” Ilya said. “It is not stupid. It is…” He dragged a hand down his own face, searching. “It is wrong. But it is not stupid.”
There was a beat.
“You think she hates you,” he said, slower now, trying very visibly to line Shane’s fear up against the laws of reality and find a place they could meet. “Because you got sick.”
Shane did not answer.

His silence was apparently enough.
Ilya exhaled sharply through his nose.
“She knows you better than anyone,” he said. “You carried her.”
The sentence hit Shane right in the throat.
He turned his head away, but there was nowhere to turn that didn’t still leave the words in the room.
“She lived inside you for months,” Ilya went on, “She knows your heartbeat. Your body. Your voice. Shane, she was literally made in you. How can she not love you?”
Because I failed her, Shane thought immediately. Because I spent months resentful and terrified and wanting out of my own skin and then two days unconscious while everybody else met her first. Because what if she was in there learning me and all she learned was fear.
He knew, somewhere, that none of this was fair.
“I don’t know,” he said, and the words came out small and horrible. “I just… what if she can tell.”
Ilya’s expression softened.
“Tell what?”
“That I almost ruined everything.” Shane’s voice was barely there now. “That I wasn’t enough.”
The sentence landed. Hard.
Ilya went very still.
Then, much quieter than before, he sat back down and took Shane’s hand in both of his.
“You are wrong,” he said. Not harshly. Not as an argument. Just as a fact. “About all of it.”
Shane made a tired, noncommittal sound.
Ilya pressed on.
“You did not fail her,” he said. “You kept her alive through everything before we even knew she existed. Playoffs. Travel. All of it. Your body did impossible thing and then got sick doing too much. That is not ruining anything. That is…” He shook his head, frustrated by the limits of language. “That is your body trying until it could not do anymore.”
Shane wanted to believe him. That was what made it so unbearable. Because some part of him did. A little. Enough to hurt more.
Shane felt something hot press behind his eyes again.

He hated that he was this close to tears every five seconds. It felt cheap. Unstable. Un-Shane.
He was too tired to stop it.
“What if she’s forgotten already,” he whispered, because apparently shame was no longer enough to stop him from saying the most humiliating version of every thought, “About me?”
Ilya’s whole face did something pained.
“Oh, моя любовь,» (my love,”) he said, voice collapsing around the words. “No.”
He brought Shane’s hand up and pressed his mouth to the knuckles, very carefully because of the IV still taped there, then held it against his cheek.
“She has not forgotten you,” he said. “She is two days old, not a goldfish.”
That pulled the tiniest huff out of Shane. Barely there. But, still there.
Ilya seized on it like a lifeline.
“She would know you anywhere,” he insisted. “Your heartbeat, your smell, your voice. She probably knows your stress hormones, honestly. She is very familiar with those.”
“Rude,” Shane muttered, because the reflex lived deeper than despair apparently.
“Maybe, but true.” Ilya said.
The room quieted around them after that.
Not comfortably.

Just tiredly.
The conversation had taken something out of Shane that he hadn’t had much of to begin with. He could feel it now, the hollowed, overdrawn feeling after too much honesty. His body felt heavier by the second. His head throbbed again. Even keeping his eyes open was beginning to feel like an unreasonable request.
Ilya must have seen the change in him because his grip loosened immediately.
“Hey,” he said softly. “Okay. Stop. No more.”
Shane let his eyes close.
The darkness behind them came easier this time.

Not peaceful. Just thick and welcome.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured.
Ilya made a small, wounded sound that didn’t let him get away with it.
“No,” he said. “None of that. You are allowed to be scared. Even if you are wrong.”
The sentence was so stupid and so affectionate that Shane’s mouth twitched despite everything.
It hurt.

Shane let it.
He felt the mattress shift, then the light pressure of Ilya’s mouth on his forehead again. Careful this time. Lingering.
“We do this later,” Ilya murmured into his skin. “Not now. You sleep. And when you wake up again, we can do… little more. Or nothing. Whatever you need.”
Shane wanted to answer.

He really did.
What came out instead was something halfway between a hum and a yes.
Ilya seemed to understand it anyway. His hand smoothed once over Shane’s hair, then down the side of his face in that absent-minded, reverent way he got when he was too relieved to hide it.
“I love you,” he said again, quieter than before.
Shane, already halfway gone, managed one last effort.
“Love you too.”
The words were slurred and small and enough.
He let sleep pull him under again with Ilya still beside him, warm and bright and impossible, and the shape of a daughter he still could not look at waiting somewhere just beyond the edge of what he could bear.
But the hurt of saying no had sharpened into something else now.
Not proof that he didn’t care.

Proof that he did.
Maybe that was all he could hold tonight.
---
The first thing he registered was touch.
Not pain, though that was there too. A low, insistent pull across his abdomen and a deep, bruised ache in places he didn’t want to think about too hard. This was gentler than pain. A warm hand at his shoulder, another on his upper arm, shaking him just enough to tug him toward the surface.
“Shane.”
Ilya’s voice. Low. Close. A little rough with fatigue, but unmistakably his.
Shane made a small sound and tried to turn his head away from the light. The motion didn’t get very far. His body felt heavy in the particular, awful way it did when sleep was still clinging to the inside of his skull and every muscle had decided moving was optional at best.
“Hey,” Ilya said again, softer now. «моя любовь,  (“My love, )can you wake up for me?” 
Shane cracked an eye open.
The room assembled itself slowly. The white ceiling first, too bright even with the lights dimmed. Then Ilya leaning over him, one hand still braced on Shane’s shoulder, his expression intent in that way that always made Shane feel both safe and mildly hunted.
“Easy,” Ilya murmured.
Shane blinked hard, disoriented and instantly irritated by the fact that he was being rearranged like furniture.
His body was in no mood for this.

Everything hurt in a broad, low, offended way.
The pull across his abdomen sharpened when the bed lifted him farther upright. He sucked in a breath through his teeth and glared weakly in Ilya’s direction.
“Stop moving me.” Shane grumbled.
“I know,” Ilya said. “But you need to be up a little.”
He came around to the other side of the bed then, one hand immediately going behind Shane’s shoulders, the other fussing with the pillows until they sat higher.
Shane let him. Mostly because he didn’t have enough energy to stop him.
That distinction mattered more than he wanted it to.
His husband’s hair was still a mess, his stubble still too far out, his clothes still slept-in and hospital-adjacent. But there was a little more life in him now than there had been earlier, something steadier in the set of his mouth. 
Shane squinted at him.
“What are you doing,” he asked, voice still rough with sleep and dehydration and general indignation.
Ilya paused with one hand still braced at Shane’s shoulder, eyes flicking over his face like he was checking whether the question itself had cost too much.
Then he asked, very quietly, “Do you trust me?”
The question landed strangely.
Not because the answer was difficult. Because it wasn’t.
Shane frowned.
“What?”
Ilya’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile.
“Do you trust me?” he repeated.
It was such an Ilya thing to ask in a situation where Shane clearly had no useful context and approximately half a brain cell online. The tone, though, made the irritation slide off before it could stick. There was something under it. Something careful. Something almost… shy, which on Ilya looked absurd enough to be immediately suspicious.
Shane stared at him for a second longer.
He did trust him.

That had never really been the problem.
Even in the worst parts of this, even in the fear and the weirdness and the pain and the gross little corners of his own brain where he kept manufacturing fresh humiliations to suffer under, the answer to that question remained embarrassingly, stupidly easy.
“Yeah,” he said.
The word came out soft.

Immediate.
He swallowed and added, because apparently he was still himself enough to be lightly bitchy even while half dead, “I just don’t know why you’re being… weird.”
Ilya huffed a breath that could have been a laugh.
“I am always weird,” he said. Then he leaned in, brushed Shane’s hair back from his forehead, and pressed a kiss there. Warm. Careful. Deliberate.
Shane shut his eyes for the length of it.
When he opened them, Ilya was already stepping back.
“I will be right back,” he said.
Every muscle in Shane’s body tensed a fraction on reflex.
The phrase hit wrong.

Too close to too many things.
Ilya must have seen something flicker over his face because he immediately added, low and certain, “I am not leaving. I promise. One minute.”
Then he was gone, slipping out through the ICU door with the quiet efficiency of someone trying not to spook a wild animal.
Shane stared after him.
The room felt suddenly larger and emptier with him not in it, which was stupid because he hadn’t gone far. The monitor kept up its soft beeping. The IV pump near his bed made one tiny click. Somewhere out in the hall, a cart rattled past and someone laughed too loudly before being hushed.
He should have used the minute to orient himself. To think. To ask himself what fresh insanity Ilya was up to.
Instead, the dread came first.

Because of course it did.
Shane looked down at himself, or as much of himself as the sheet and hospital gown and the angle of the bed allowed. His hands looked too thin and too swollen at the same time. His stomach, flatter, obviously, or flatter-ish, but still wrong. Still sore. Still not his. His body felt like a crime scene everyone else had already examined.
God.
Shane wanted to rewind the day and slap himself and also maybe be held.
The door opened again.
Shane turned his head.
Ilya stepped back into the room first.
And behind him…
The nurse he did not recognize, was pushing a little clear plastic bassinet.
Shane’s whole body went cold.
Not physically. Internally. His heart didn’t stop, exactly. It just seemed to drop a floor and then come back beating wrong.
No.

Or yes.

Or maybe.

Or too soon.
He couldn’t tell which thought arrived first because they all hit at once, colliding hard enough to make his head swim.
The bassinet rolled farther into the room with that soft, hospital-wheel whisper, made of clear plastic with a white blanket that squirmed in tiny little movements
Shane’s breath caught.
He was aware, distantly, of Ilya coming around to the side of the bed again. Of the nurse stopping near the foot of it, giving them both a look so careful and kind it made Shane uncharacteristically want to bare his teeth.
“She doesn’t have to stay,” the nurse said gently. “This is not mandatory. Your husband told me you were feeling a little overwhelmed. We can step out immediately if this is too much.”
Her voice was warm in a way that made refusing feel even more impossible.
Shane didn’t answer.
He couldn’t stop staring at the bassinet.
The baby, their baby, moved again, a tiny, agitated little wriggle under the blanket. There was a faint tube along one cheek. Something red glowed near one foot. He could only see pieces, little flashes, and somehow that was worse than a full picture would have been.
Ilya touched his hand, ot grabbing or insisting. Just there.
“Hey,” he said quietly. “You can say stop. Any time. And she goes. Okay? No one is forcing anything.”
Shane swallowed.
His mouth felt dry again. His whole body felt too awake now, every nerve standing up.
Ilya’s thumb rubbed once over the back of his hand.
“But just…” He exhaled. “Just look at her, Shane. Please.”
The please did it.
Shane looked.
The blanket was tucked around her in a way that suggested somebody had won a short-lived battle and would probably lose the next one. Her little face was turned slightly toward the side of the bassinet, mouth puckered in a tiny, furious line even asleep or almost asleep or whatever it was newborns did instead of real sleep.
And Shane…
Oh.
The sound didn’t make it out of him.
He had been braced, stupidly, for something vague. For a concept. A baby. A little generic creature-shaped placeholder onto which he might someday project meaning.
Instead there was a person.
A very, very small person.

And she looked so much like Ilya it made Shane’s chest cave in.
Not entirely. Not in every feature. He could already see little stolen pieces of himself in the shape of the eyes, maybe, in the set of the mouth before it moved. But the overall first hit of her was pure Ilya in miniature.
That soft gold-brown fuzz of hair, that ridiculous little nose with the broadness at the bridge. The stubborn little frown already trying to form under all that new pink skin.
It was like someone had taken the most beloved face Shane knew and translated it into a much smaller, much angrier language.
The emotion hit so hard it was almost nausea, and his eyes burned immediately.
Of course she looked like Ilya.

Of course she did.
It made everything worse. It made everything better. It made him want to laugh and cry and apologize and ask for more time all at once.
His beautiful, impossible husband.

His daughter.
He had a daughter.
The thought landed fully for the first time and cracked something right down the middle of him.
“Oh,” Shane said, and his voice broke on one syllable.
Ilya looked at him fast.
“She looks like you,” Shane whispered.
The sentence seemed to hit Ilya almost as hard as it hit him. His whole face softened.
“I know,” he said, with a sort of helpless wonder. “Is a little rude, honestly. Pike was very mad she looks like me because you did all of the hard work.”
Shane let out a wet half-laugh.
The baby shifted again, making a little grumbly complaint in her sleep that sounded absurdly familiar even though Shane had never heard it before. Like he recognized the emotional content if not the actual sound.
She was real.

That was the problem.

That was also the answer.
All his fears, all the wild circling thoughts about absence and resentment and having missed too much and maybe already being forgotten, none of them stood up cleanly against the simple fact of her being here. Tiny and grumpy and heartbreakingly like the man Shane loved most in the world.
He could not hate something that looked like hope and Ilya had made a baby together by accident. He could not survive it either, maybe, but that was a separate issue.
“She’s awake enough to hold,” the nurse said softly. “If you want.”
The panic came back immediately.
Shane’s eyes snapped from the baby to Ilya.
“I don’t-”
“You do not have to,” Ilya said, cutting in before the sentence could fully become refusal. He stepped closer, voice dropping. “You do not have to do anything. I can just hold her next to you. Okay? You can look. That’s all.”
Shane stared at him.
The nurse must have taken that for assent, because she moved forward, lowering the side of the bassinet. The baby stirred harder this time, one little arm jerking free of the blanket in furious rebellion.
“Oh, you are dramatic.” Ilya muttered under his breath, fond already, and reached down.
The transformation in him when he picked her up was almost embarrassing to witness.
Every hard edge in Ilya's body softened at once. His shoulders loosened. His hands, those huge scarred hands that could pin grown men into the boards and strip pucks clean and throw weight around like it meant nothing, became impossibly careful. He slid one hand under her head, one beneath the blanket around her body, and lifted her like she was the only thing in the room gravity had been specifically designed for.
She protested immediately. Her face scrunched up redder, mouth opening in a tiny outraged yell as she was moved from the warmth of the bassinet into open air.
“Yeah, yeah, I know,” Ilya murmured, settling onto the edge of Shane’s bed beside his hip. “Everything is terrible. We have discussed this fact.”
She kept fussing, small jerky cries and indignant little snorts, legs kicking weakly inside the blanket.
Then Ilya spoke again, low and warm and close to her ear.
And just like that, the fight changed shape. The cries hitched, then softened. They turned into grumbly little complaints instead of full-throttle outrage.
Shane saw it happen. Saw how she turned towards Ilya's voice. Saw how her tiny body, still restless, recognized something in the sound and chose not exactly calm but less alarm.
Clearly she knew him. Clearly they had already found each other in some way Shane had not been there for.
The thought stung. A little.

It also made something deep in him ache with relief.
Ilya adjusted the blanket around their daughter, then looked at Shane.
Not pushing, not forcing.

Just holding both of the most important people in the same field of vision and waiting.
“She is grumpy,” he said softly, “but not at you. Just in general.”
Shane huffed a breath that almost qualified as a laugh.
“That tracks.”
Ilya’s mouth twitched.

Then he shifted, very slightly, and angled the baby toward Shane.
“She can just be here,” he said. “Near you. That’s enough.”
Shane looked at her.
Up close, closer than the bassinet, everything got worse. Or better, Shane could not tell.
The fuzz of her hair really was darker gold than his first glance had allowed for. Not bright blond. Not truly brown. Somewhere in between, damp-looking even dry, lying in little soft clumps over the shape of her head. Her eyelashes were pale at the tips. Her nose… God, her nose really was Ilya’s, just softened down into something tiny and perfect. Her mouth, though, was his. He saw that now. 
Her eyes were slit open the tiniest bit, that unfocused newborn gaze doing its best to land on the nearest thing and not fully succeeding.
She made another small complaining noise and rooted blindly toward the nearest warm body, which was still Ilya.
Shane felt his whole chest pull.
He had missed so much already. Two days. Two whole days of her existing in the world without him. She’d been born. She’d cried. She’d breathed. She’d settled in other people’s arms. She had a whole microscopic personal history now and none of it had him in it. What if she knew that too?
Ilya looked at Shane with that same mix of pain and baffled devotion he’d worn earlier.
Then, without saying anything at first, he shifted the baby again.
“Support your arm a little more,” the nurse murmured to him. “Perfect. And if you want to transfer, I can help.”
Transfer.
The word made Shane’s pulse jump.
He looked at their baby, and then back up at Ilya. At the nest of blanket and tiny face and waving hand and absurdly small body.
“No,” Shane said reflexively, “Wait.”
Ilya froze. The nurse did too.
Shane took one careful breath.

Then another.
He was terrified.
Not of dropping her. Though yes, obviously that too. Not even of feeling nothing anymore, because that had already been disproven so thoroughly it was almost insulting.
He was terrified of feeling everything.

Of holding her and knowing beyond doubt that he loved her and then having to live with the possibility that she might one day look back at him and only see failure. The pregnancy. The seizure. The ICU. The fact that his body had made her first days in the world such a violent place to arrive into.
But she was right. there.
And if he kept saying no to her because of things that had not happened yet, then eventually there really would be distance between them and it would be entirely self-inflicted.
Shane looked at Ilya.
“I don’t know how,” he admitted.
Ilya’s whole face changed.
The relief in it was almost worse than the joy from before because it was gentler, more careful, more reverent.
“That’s okay,” he said immediately. “We can do it together.”
The nurse came closer again, quiet as a ghost, adjusting Shane’s bed up a little higher, and placing a pillow underneath his arm to help support him. 
Shane let himself be arranged. There was no dignity left to lose at this point. 
“Good,” the nurse said. “Okay, Dad, I’m going to help guide her onto you, and you can tell me if anything hurts too much or if you want to stop.”
Dad.
The word still felt like wearing someone else’s skin, too big in some places, and too tight in others.
Shane nodded anyway.
Ilya leaned in first.
Their daughter let out a sharp little protest when he moved her from the secure cradle of his chest, her face crumpling with immediate indignation.
“Hey, hey,” he murmured. “No yelling. You are going to meet your dad now. Be nice, at least for one second.”
The nurse guided one of Shane’s hands out from the blanket and placed it where she wanted it, palm up, curved.
“This hand under her head and neck,” she said softly. “Perfect. And this one under her bottom once she’s over.”
His hands shook.
“Sorry,” he muttered.
“You’re okay,” the nurse said.
The stupid tenderness of that almost undid him before they even got there.
Then Ilya lowered the baby.
Shane stopped breathing.
She was warmer than he expected, and heavier. And still, so impossibly small.
The first thing he felt was the heat of her through the blanket and the strange, startling aliveness of her movements. Not abstract movement. Not monitor lines or somebody else’s description. A little wriggling body complaining directly against his hands.
He nearly dropped her out of sheer surprise.

Did not.

Barely.
“I’ve got her,” Ilya said immediately, still supporting most of the weight as he settled her against Shane’s chest. “I’ve got her, and you’ve got her. Together.”
The nurse adjusted Shane’s arm another inch. The pillow took some of the weight. Ilya shifted his own hold slower, slower, until suddenly the balance changed and Shane realized-
He was holding her.
Not alone alone.

Ilya’s hand was still behind her back, ready.

The nurse was hovering half a step away.

But she was in his arms. On his chest. Against him.
Their daughter.
Shane stared. She was so close now that all he could see was detail.
The little crescent of an ear. The faint shine of drool at the corner of her mouth. The way her forehead furrowed in a tiny line exactly like Ilya’s when she was displeased. The soft flutter of her lashes against her cheeks. The absurd delicacy of the fingers flexing against the blanket, opening and closing as if trying to catch hold of the air.
She squawked once, a sharp offended sound at being moved yet again.
Her little body gave one more restless wriggle, one tiny kick, and then seemed to… settle. As if something in her had recognized the particular slope and temperature and pressure of him and made a decision.
Her cheek turned in against his chest.
Her mouth, still grumpy, opened and closed once. Then rested.
One hand that had escaped the blanket reached forward enough to spread against his gown, fingers tiny and damp and astonishingly real.
Shane felt his own breath catch so hard it hurt.
He did not know that this was faster than she had settled for Ilya the first time.

He did not know that Ilya, right beside him, noticed immediately and went quiet with it.
All Shane knew was this.
She did not pull away.

She did not scream harder.

She did not somehow, impossibly, reject him.
She fit in his arms. 
Not perfectly. Nothing about this was perfect.

But undeniably.
“Oh my God,” Shane whispered.
Ilya’s hand tightened at the back of the baby’s blanket for one second, then loosened again.
“Yeah,” he said softly.
Shane couldn’t look away from her.
All the fear was still there. That was the horrible part.
He still felt wrecked, still guilty. Still like his body was a crime scene everyone else was politely pretending not to stare at. Still like something bad might happen if he trusted this too much.
He was probably still going to be scared tomorrow and the day after that and during every feeding and every strange noise and every moment she slept too long or cried too hard or looked at him in a way his brain could possibly twist into accusation.
But right now?
Right now she was in his arms.

Warm. Real. Alive.
Shane looked at her tiny, furious, perfect little face and understood all at once that his mother had not been lying.
It wasn’t magic.

Nothing switched cleanly.

Nothing about the fear went away.
It just stopped being the whole feeling.
He could still feel terror.

And exhaustion.

And anger at his body.

And the raw, ugly bruise of everything they’d already survived.
But threaded through it now, undeniable and bright and immediate, was something else.
Oh. It’s you.
The thought came so clear it almost took his breath away.
His daughter made a tiny, sleepy complaint and flexed her fingers against his chest.
Shane laughed wetly through the tears.
“Hi,” he said.
His voice shook on the word.
He tried again, quieter this time, because she was right there and deserved better than him sounding like he was about to come apart.
“Hi, baby.”
She did not startle. If anything, she seemed to go softer still, her body settling that last fraction more heavily into the line of his arm and chest as if she had been waiting for that exact voice.
Ilya made the smallest sound beside him, something halfway between a laugh and a choked-off sob.
Shane heard it dimly.

He couldn’t look away from her long enough to react.
Shane let his thumb move, very carefully, over the edge of the blanket near her shoulder. Not touching skin yet, just enough to reassure himself that she remained real under the hospital cotton and warmth and tears.
“I know,” he whispered, even though she hadn’t said anything. “I’m sorry I was late.”
His throat closed around the rest. So instead he held her, shaking a little, and let himself feel the impossible truth of her weight in his arms.
Beside him, Ilya leaned in close enough that Shane could feel the heat of him at his shoulder without losing the center of gravity of the moment.
Neither of them spoke for a few seconds.

Maybe longer.
Shane was exhausted, in pain, and nowhere near okay in any polished, movie-friendly sense.
But his daughter had settled against him like she knew him.
Maybe she did. Maybe that was enough for tonight.
He bent his head as far as he could without disturbing her, looking down at the tiny face tucked against his chest. 
"Hi, baby girl," Shane whispered, “Hi. It’s me.”
And there, in the dim ICU room with Ilya warm beside him and their daughter soft and furious and unmistakably alive in his arms, the world stopped trying to end for one blessed minute and simply held.
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  The High-Risk Postpartum Unit was quieter than the ICU, but Shane had learned that the quiet only meant the noises had room to spread out. Nothing in the room was ever actually silent. There was always something, the soft pulse of monitors down the hall, the rattle of a medication cart over a seam in the floor, rubber soles squeaking and then stopping outside the door, the low periodic hiss of the blood pressure cuff inflating around his arm when the machine decided it was time again.
The ICU had been mechanical, all bright lines and ventilator breaths and the sense that if one thing stopped beeping everyone in the room would start moving too fast for too many reasons. This room felt more like a place people were supposed to recover in. The lights were softer. There was an actual window instead of a strip of black reflected glass. The bed didn’t look quite so much like a machine with sheets on it. There was a bassinet tucked in between Shane’s bed and a reclining chair, and a faded print of autumn trees over the sink. It almost worked. 
Then Shane remembered he was in the Step-Down Postpartum Unit because he had seized on his own living room floor, almost bled out in an OR, and now had his premature daughter sleeping three feet away from him.
Then the room went back to being a trap with nice lighting.
The baby spent most of her time in the room now. Not all of it. She was still technically admitted to the Special Care Nursery, which meant nurses came and went with a proprietary air, charting feeds and weights and diapers and the exact number of milliliters she’d eaten like she was an extremely tiny hockey player already headed for arbitration. But she was off the cannula. The tape had finally come off her cheeks yesterday afternoon, leaving faint little marks in their wake that had made something in Shane’s chest hurt stupidly. She was breathing on her own now, no help needed. She was still struggling to eat enough, still losing just enough weight that everyone in scrubs kept saying things like ‘totally expected’ and ‘very normal’ in the same tone trainers used for ‘it’s probably fine’ when somebody got folded into the boards.
Shane didn’t trust ‘very normal’ anymore.
Earlier this morning, a nurse had come in at six with meds and an efficiency that made him ache with gratitude because she hadn’t tried to make him chat. Then another nurse with a tray, and then someone from the nursery with a clipboard, and then a resident who said words like ‘improving’ and ‘stable’ and ‘stepping down care’ while looking directly at Shane’s abdomen and then politely at his face. His blood pressure was still too high, but lower. The magnesium was off. One of the many IVs had been removed. He was no longer, apparently, in immediate danger of dying, which everyone seemed to think was wonderful.
Shane thought it was more exhausting than anything else.
His body still didn’t feel like his own, instead something he’d borrowed from a stranger and then damaged beyond repair in the process. His abdomen hurt in a broad, pulling line low across his middle every time he moved. His throat still felt scraped raw from the breathing tube, his ribs bruised from existing, his hips weirdly loose and sore in a way that made him feel unstable even lying still.
Even his headache felt suspicious now that it had backed off a little, like it was just regrouping somewhere behind his eyes for a better angle of attack.
He was more awake than he had been since everything happened, which was, objectively, great news.
It was also. So awful.
Coming off the magnesium and some of the other medications had brought his brain back online in jagged, unpleasant little increments. He could track conversations now. He could hold onto time. He knew who had visited him and when. He knew today was Sunday. He knew his daughter had been born three days ago. He knew his body hurt because somebody had cut it open for an emergency c-section and the whole event had nearly killed him.
He also knew things he had managed not to know while he was foggier.
He knew the baby cried more sharply when she was hungry than when she was just mad.

He knew the skin at the back of her neck smelled different after sleep.

He knew Ilya could get her down from full righteous fury to offended snuffling in under a minute if he tucked her against his chest and spoke in Russian like he was letting her in on a secret.
And sometime before dawn, something had happened in this room that his brain had already started trying to bury.
Which Shane did not want to think about. So, instead, Shane decided he could think about meaningless things instead.
The cheap but well-intentioned hospital art. The dry toast he’d gotten that morning. The fact that his hair probably looked disgusting. That he still hadn’t had the chance to wash it properly and could feel the oil at the roots every time he shifted against the pillow.
The other thing sat just behind his breastbone anyway, hot and shameful and impossible to look at straight on.
The baby made a small, sleepy grunt in Ilya’s arms nearby. Shane’s whole body went tense, and then he felt disgustingly aware of himself for it.
Jesus Christ.
Shane didn’t turn to look at them, and instead stared at the TV mounted high in the corner with the sound turned almost all the way down. It was a panel of analysts speaking before the beginning of another preseason matinee game, Shane could tell from the bright studio lights and the moving mouths and the caption bar sliding by at the bottom. He couldn’t hear any of it, which was the point. If he could hear it, his brain would try to follow. If his brain tried to follow, it would have to remember there was more to his life than this hospital room.
So the volume stayed low enough that hockey was only movement. One of the panelists gestured at a telestrator. Another smiled too broadly. The caption bar slid by at the bottom with something about Ottawa’s home opener in five days.
It didn’t help.

Morning kept trying to come back anyway.
The sound first.
Not the baby’s full cry. She hadn’t been full-on screaming when Shane had woken up. She had just been fussing, that ragged, indignant little pre-cry sound she made when she was waking up hungry. It had filtered in from the bassinet beside his bed and cut straight through the shallow doze he’d finally fallen into after another round of vitals and blood pressure pills and somebody pressing too hard on his abdomen.
No. Nope. Not happening. 
To Shane’s right, the baby made another grumbly little noise. Shane didn’t turn.
He knew, without looking, exactly what was happening on the other side of the hospital room. Ilya would be laid back in the recliner again, where their daughter would be tucked up against his chest or stretched along his forearm, her little face turned in toward the warmth of him.
Shane knew all of that because it had been happening, in some form, for the better part of the last day.
He also knew, without looking, that if he turned his head right now he would find Ilya staring at her with that stupid, reverent, overfull expression that made Shane want to hit him with a pillow and kiss him at the same time.
Ilya had not wanted to put her down since she’d been allowed upstairs for longer stretches.
He had, technically, put her down when asked. He handed her to nurses when they needed weights and temperatures. He let Yuna and David take her when he needed to use the restroom or when they forced him to shut his eyes for an hour.
But otherwise? She lived on him. 
Shane should have been able to find that heartwarming without effort by now. Sometimes he did. Sometimes Ilya’s relentless adoration of this tiny person was the easiest thing in the room to stand near, because it required nothing from Shane except observation.
Other times it made something cold and ugly crawl through him.
Usually Shane felt relief first. Immense gratitude, intense enough it still made him want to cry sometimes. Their baby had Ilya and Ilya had found the shape of fatherhood naturally and fast. When Shane had been unconscious and intubated and nowhere, somebody had been there loving their daughter with open arms.
Then the second part, meaner and smaller and harder to admit even to himself, the part that wanted to whisper into Shane’s ear the distance between watching it and being able to do it without thinking.
Shane loved her. He knew that now. He knew it in the blunt, animal way he knew pain or nausea or the pull of a blade across ice. He loved her enough that the sight of the little IV bruises fading from the backs of her hands still made his stomach turn over.
That was not the problem.
The problem was that love had not arrived as ease. It had arrived jagged and overbright and freighted with too much fear. When Ilya held her, Shane saw this easy current pass between them, something warm and automatic and visible enough that other people in the room could smile at it.
When Shane held her, he felt terror. Protectiveness. A weird, almost embarrassing shyness. The sense of having stepped into a life already in progress. The old, sour guilt that his body had made her entrance into the world unnecessarily violent.
And, this morning, something else.
A knock sounded on the doorframe before the door opened fully.
It wasn’t really a knock, more the courtesy-tap of somebody who was coming in regardless, and a second later Hayden Pike stepped into the room with Jackie following behind him with a bright gift bag hanging from one hand.
“Look alive, losers,” Hayden said.
Jackie elbowed him in the ribs without looking, somehow not jostling the gift bag.
“Hi, guys.” she said warmly as she crossed the room towards the bed Shane lay in instead of following the gravitational pull of the baby. “How are doing?”
Shane looked at her, then at Hayden already veering unmistakably toward Ilya and the baby like a homing missile, and had the immediate, irrational urge to ask Jackie if she could maybe redirect her own energy towards the baby as well. Please. The baby was right there. There were so many better things to look at than him.
“I’m alright.” He said instead.
“Hi, tiny terrorist,” Hayden had already made it to the recliner, “Did you miss Uncle Hayden? Of course you did.”
“Uncle Hayden,” Ilya shifted the baby minutely closer to his chest on instinct, “Who made you uncle? She was much better before you came in.”
Hayden rolled his eyes so hard it must have hurt, “No, she’s just grumpy because you’re holding her like that. Let me see her.”
“You just got here and she is comfortable. Go away. Look at her with your eyes not your grubby hands.”
Hayden leaned down anyway, peering at the little face tucked against Ilya’s shirt with an expression that was both too soft and too delighted for Shane’s nerves, “Hi, sweet pea. Look at you. You are so cute.”
The baby, possibly offended by the volume change in the room or maybe just by Hayden on principle, made a sharp little squeak and wrinkled her whole face up.
“See?” Ilya said immediately. “You upset her.”
Jackie set the gift bag down on the little counter by the sink and came farther into the room as she stopped at Shane’s bedside and put a hand lightly on the rail.
“Good morning,” she said again, softer this time, like the first one had been for politeness and this one was real. “You look awake.”
The simple fact that she had led with him instead of the baby made something in Shane tighten awkwardly. He didn’t know what to do with people paying attention to him right now unless they were medical professionals or Ilya. Everybody else looking at him felt a little too much like being seen in the wrong lighting.
“I am more awake,” he admitted.
“How’s this room?” Jackie asked. “Better than the ICU?”
Shane wanted this conversation to end. He wanted everyone to look at the baby. That was the obviously correct and much less embarrassing option. There was an entire new person in the room and somehow Jackie was still looking at Shane like he was the thing requiring attention.
“That’s a pretty low bar.” Shane instead responded. 
Jackie smiled, “That’s fair.”
“It’s kinda weird watching Rozanov turn into, like, the world’s most overinvested dad.” Hayden interupted the two of them, turning towards them, “Do you hear the weird noises he’s making?”
“They are soothing sounds,” Ilya said, offended. “And she likes them.”
The baby made a tiny, offended squeak as if to contribute to the discussion.
Hayden pointed immediately. “See? She hates it.”
“She is answering me.” Ilya adjusted her against his chest again, one giant hand spread over the blanket around her back. “That is called conversation. You would not know. Your children probably avoid speaking to you.”
The baby did not appear to care about this conversation she was apparently having. Shane did, though.
Not because of the words, exactly. Because Hayden and Ilya’s voices filled the room in a way that kept things moving. It was easier to listen to them bicker over nothing than to sit in the spaces where his own mind could get at him.
It was also, Shane admitted privately, easier when Hayden was mostly paying attention to the baby.
Hayden had walked into the room, taken one look at Shane in the bed, visibly catalogued the fact that Shane was alive, and then blessedly, turned his entire idiot heart toward the infant.
It should have annoyed Shane, maybe. He could admit to himself that some ugly, stupid part of him wanted to be invisible while simultaneously wanting everybody to understand that this was happening to him too. That he was still in the room. That he hadn’t just become a weird medical backdrop to the more interesting development of a baby.
But across from him, Jackie watched Shane with the kind of calm expression that made him immediately suspicious.
He still... wasn’t sure why she was here, exactly.
Not here-here. The hospital, yes, obviously. Hayden and Jackie were Shane’s people. As much as anybody outside his husband and parents could be. That part, Shane understood. What he didn’t understand, was why Jackie was looking at him like he was the person she had come to see. 
Coming over the bed to stand next to Shane. Looking at Shane. Asking how he was doing in a tone that implied she actually wanted the answer, not the socially acceptable lie he’d been repeating all morning.
It was deeply unpleasant. It wasn’t that he didn’t want people to care. That would have been easier, cleaner. He wanted people to care in the abstract way, quietly, from down a hallway maybe, with no eye contact. He wanted the care to take the form of leaving him alone while also somehow ensuring that he wasn't going to almost die again.
Across the room, Hayden had finally worn Ilya down because the baby was now being transferred into Hayden’s arms. He held his arms out with surprising competence, broad hand spread carefully along her back as he pulled her into his chest, his expression smug in a way that made Shane want to throw something.
The baby, predictably, woke the second Hayden fully settled her in his arms.
It happened in stages. First the little wriggle. Then the face going from neutral to suspicious. Then the rapid escalation to deep personal offense.
“Oh no,” Hayden said, panicking instantly. “No, no, no, don’t do that.”
The baby made another offended squeak and Hayden immediately started bouncing her in that weirdly competent way of someone who had, in fact, bounced a lot of babies.
The baby opened her mouth and wailed.
“She hates you,” Ilya said immediately, with visible satisfaction.
“Hey, hey, hey." Hayden tried to soothe, "I’m a professional. I have done this before.”
The baby disagreed, loudly.
“Give her here,” Ilya said, already reaching.
“No, absolutely not.”
Jackie barked out a laugh from the foot of the bed. “Hayden.”
“What?”
“Give him his baby.”
It took approximately eight more seconds of indignant infant screaming before Hayden surrendered. Ilya took her with a smugness so pronounced Shane would have found it intolerable if the baby hadn’t almost immediately gone from full-throttle outrage to wounded little hiccuping complaints the second Ilya tucked her against his shoulder and started murmuring something low and rapid in Russian.
There it was again.

That immediate settling. That recognition.
Shane hated the flare of jealousy on contact. Hated more that it wasn’t really jealousy, not cleanly. It was that relief. Gratitude. The knowledge that if he couldn’t do this perfectly, at least Ilya could. The knowledge that at least their daughter had one parent who seemed to know exactly what to do and had wanted to do it since the second she came out screaming.
Shane watched them all, trying to feel normal about it. Trying to feel like this was all normal. Friends in his room. Their daughter being passed between people who already seemed to understand the mechanics of her in a way Shane did not. 
He looked away before any of it could show on his face.
Jackie noticed anyway. Of course she did. She didn’t say anything. Just let Hayden and Ilya fill the room with their idiot energy while she stayed close enough to Shane that he could feel her attention like a steady warmth at the edge of his vision.
Shane let the rhythm of Hayden and Ilya arguing wash over him for a while. There was something weirdly stabilizing about Hayden and Ilya bickering like they were on a rink barking at each other and not in a postpartum room with an infant between them. The same stupid insults. The same reflexive swearing. The same smugness from Ilya whenever he had the upper hand, which, with the baby tucked against him and visibly calmer than she had been ten seconds ago, he currently did.
Shane could feel the conversation happening around him like weather. It should have felt normal. Comforting, even.
Instead it made the room seem split.
There was the side of it where the baby existed, warm and magnetic and pulling everybody’s eyes.
And then there was Shane’s side, where the hospital bed and the throbbing incision and the iv bags and the postpartum underwear existed in their own humiliating little ecosystem.
Shane wanted to be on the baby side too.
From the other side of the room, the baby’s fussing sharpened again from complaint into actual need. Not full scream yet. Just the early, offended rise of it.
“She is hungry.” Ilya straightened immediately.
Shane knew what came next. The baby technically still was admitted to the Special Care Nursery, even though she was spending more and more of her time up here in Shane’s room, the feeding thing remained a problem. She still was struggling to get all that she needed. And therefore Shane’s hospital room had simultaneously become full of the word feed.
Which was a problem too.
The baby rooted angrily into Ilya’s shirt.
Ilya looked over at Shane. “You okay if I go to feed her and bring her back after?”
Shane nodded too fast. “Yeah. Fine. Go.”
The words came out thinner than he wanted.
Jackie’s gaze flicked to his face again.
Ilya hesitated, clearly registering something odd and not fully understanding it, but the baby let out another hungry little complaint and that decided it. He bent, very carefully, and kissed Shane’s forehead.
“I’ll be back soon,” he said. Ilya turned towards the door, and Hayden trailed behind him, clearly more following the baby than Rozanov.
Then he and Hayden were gone, baby and noise and all, leaving the room abruptly quieter.
Too quiet.
Jackie waited until the door shut behind them before speaking.
“Do you want me to leave too?”
Shane’s immediate instinct was yes, not because he wanted to be alone exactly.

Because he did not want to be perceived by someone who had just very obviously Seen Something.
But Shane was too tired to lie convincingly. So he said, “No.”
Jackie nodded once and settled back into the chair.
For a minute, neither of them said anything.
The silence felt less like waiting and more like being given a place to set something down.
Shane hated that he could feel himself inching toward it anyway.
Jackie moved without making a thing of it, pulling the recliner closer and dropping into it sideways so she faced Shane properly. Not too close. Not too formal. Like she had done this before. Which, to be fair, she had. Probably with four separate children and one husband who looked like Hayden Pike and almost certainly lost his mind in all sorts of loud, stupid ways during each postpartum period.
Shane stared at the blanket over his legs.
Jackie waited him out for maybe ten seconds.
Then, very gently, she said, “Hey.”
Shane hated the softness of that one syllable because it made it impossible to pretend this was going to be about anything other than him.
“Hi,” he said back.
Jackie folded one leg under herself in the chair. “How’re you actually doing?”
There it was. The actual version.
Shane immediately considered lying. Not because Jackie didn’t deserve honesty. Because honesty currently felt like being skinned.
“I’m tired.”
“I bet.”
He glanced at her. She wasn’t smiling. Not because she was worried exactly. Because she had decided not to make him spend energy pretending.
It was infuriatingly kind.
Shane looked away again.
His throat felt tight for no good reason. Or for several good reasons, which was worse.
The morning hovered at the edge of his mind again, ugly and sticky and unresolved.
He could still feel the panic from it if he got too close. The wave of heat. The wrongness. The sensation of his own body becoming something he could not inhabit without wanting to tear his skin off.
Nope.
He turned sharply toward the window instead.
Jackie watched him do it.
“That bad?” she asked quietly.
Shane went still.
There were a hundred things he could have said.
What came out instead was, “I don’t know what you mean.”
Jackie did not dignify that either.
“Mmhm,” she said. “So, yes.”
Shane exhaled hard through his nose.
He hated being read this easily. Hated that it was Jackie, somehow more than if it had been Yuna or David or even Ilya. Maybe because Jackie had already done this. Babies. Postpartum. All of this weird animal sadness and terror of it. She was sitting there with the unfair calm of someone who had survived the exact genre of disaster currently eating Shane alive and had come out the other side.
She had four kids. A set of twins among them. She’d done this already, Shane had to remind himself. Different, yes. But there were enough overlapping categories of body horror and fear and postpartum weirdness that some grim private kinship probably existed between them whether Shane liked it or not. 
He wished that thought made him feel better. It mostly made him feel unfairly seen.
“I’m okay,” he said again, quieter now, because apparently he had no new material.
Jackie folded one leg under herself in the chair and regarded him over clasped hands. “That is not true, but I appreciate the attempt.”
Shane looked back at the TV. A commercial was on now. Car. Mountains. Bright, fake freedom.
“I’m serious,” he said.
“I know.”
Her tone was so annoyingly soft that irritation flared through him just on principle.
“Then what?”
Jackie exhaled through her nose. “Then I think everybody who has come into this room is obsessed with your baby, which makes sense because she’s new and loud and looks like your handsome husband. I also think that has probably been useful for you in some ways, but I think it’s also… not.”
Shane stared at the silent commercial until it cut back to the desk panel. 
“Yeah… they’re all…” He trailed off.
“Obsessed?” Jackie offered.
He made a vague motion with one hand. “Yeah.”
“They are.”
“I’m glad.” The words came out too fast, defensive already. “I mean. Obviously. I’m glad. She deserves that.”
“Of course she does. But,” Jackie said gently, “it can still feel weird.”
Shane looked down at the blanket.
The hospital sheet was tucked too tight at the foot of the bed. Somebody had folded his extra blanket into a neat square on the chair by the door. The room had one of those bad framed prints on the wall: trees in autumn rendered in vague watercolor blobs that were supposed to be soothing and mostly looked like they’d been picked for a paint-by-numbers.
“It’s not weird,” he said. “It’s good. Ilya…” He exhaled. “He’s so good at it. With her. He just-”
He broke off because the sentence had too many endings and none of them felt safe.
Jackie nodded once, like she’d heard the whole unfinished thing anyway.
“He is,” she said. “And?”
And Shane wasn’t.
The thought came sharp and automatic and so childish he hated it on contact. Shane pressed his mouth into a line.
Jackie waited again. That was maybe the worst part about her. She didn’t fill the silence just because it got uncomfortable. She let it sit until it belonged to whoever had made it.
“I’m happy he’s like that with her,” Shane said finally, choosing each word like it might explode. “I am. I don’t…” He shut his eyes for a second. “I don’t want it to sound like I’m not.”
“It doesn’t.”
He opened his eyes again. Jackie looked exactly as calm as before.
“I just,” Shane said, then laughed once under his breath because the sentence that wanted out was embarrassing enough to maybe kill him if he let it surface whole. “I don’t feel like that.”
Her expression didn’t change, not because she didn’t understand. Because she did.
“Like what?”
“Like…” He gestured uselessly toward the door. “That. He never wants to put her down. He’s always…” Another helpless motion. “He just knows. What she wants. How to hold her. He talks to her and she settles.” Shane’s throat tightened unexpectedly. “Everybody acts like that’s the normal thing.”
Jackie was quiet for a beat.
“Sometimes it is,” she said.
The answer was so matter-of-fact that he looked at her again.
She shrugged a little. “Sometimes it isn’t.”
Shane stared.
“I’m happy she’s here,” he repeated. “I am. And I’m happy he…” He swallowed. “I’m happy he’s like that with her. I’d rather that than the alternative.”
Shane took a breath. 
“I just don’t feel…” He stopped. That was not right, not precise enough. He tried again.
“I don’t feel the way I am supposed to.”
Jackie’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “How’d you think you’re supposed to feel?”
Shane wanted to say normal.
“I don’t know. Overwhelmed in a good way. More sure of everything. Less…” He looked toward the door Ilya had taken her through. “Terrified all the time.”
Jackie was quiet for a second. Then she nodded.
“I keep waiting for it to hit correctly,” Shane admitted. “And sometimes it does, a little. And then immediately I feel sick because what if that’s not real either, what if I’m just relieved she’s alive or relieved Ilya’s happy or-”
Shane cut himself off with a frustrated sign and an unethused hand gesture. Jackie let the silence breathe around it before she spoke.
“With the twins, I was so tired by the time they got here I genuinely thought, for a couple hours, that the hospital had somehow made an error and given me other people’s children by accident.” Jackie leaned back in the chair. “They just… didn’t feel real yet. I loved them, obviously. I would have killed for them. I also could not have picked them out of a lineup of babies. And Hayden cried the second the nurse handed him one of them and had refused to put either of them down because he didn’t want one of them to feel less loved than the other. He loved them so deeply from the beginning. I mostly felt terrified and angry at everyone.”
That startled an actual laugh out of him. Small, but real.
“I think that when people talk about instant connection with their kids,” Jackie said after a moment, “they usually mean that one specific movie-version thing. The rush after you see your first glimpse of them when they’re born. The way your heart stutters when you hold them for the first time. That overwhelming certainty. And sure, sometimes you get that.” Jackie smiled a little. “Sometimes you get it three days later when they sneeze milk into your cleavage and you realize you’d still die for them. Sometimes you get it in pieces. Sometimes it’s there from the start but buried under everything else.”
Everything else. Shane looked down at his hands. His knuckles were paler than usual from how hard he’d linked them together. There was still a fading bruise near one wrist from an IV. The adhesive residue at the inside of his elbow refused to fully wash off.
He could still feel the panic from this morning if he let himself get anywhere near it. The hot, nauseating surge of dysphoria. The complete and total revulsion. The way it had felt like his body had found one more way to betray him before he’d even had a day after everything in his life had changed.
And underneath all of that, the guilt.
Shane’s throat tightened. He thought, absurdly, of the way their daughter had settled the first time on his chest in ICU after all his panic about her hating him. The way she’d made that one furious little noise and then… recognized something. Or seemed to.
He thought of how fast she quieted for Ilya now. How the sound of his voice could pull her back from the edge of a full scream. How easy it all looked from the outside.
And then he thought of her tucked against him last night for all of three minutes while Ilya was in the bathroom. Of the surprising heaviness of her, of the way her tiny hand had spread against his gown and stayed there as if claiming territory.
Shane exhaled shakily.
“I feel like I’m already behind,” he admitted.
Jackie’s face softened all the way, “Oh, Shane.”
“I missed everything. And Ilya makes it all look so easy,” he said quietly.
Jackie actually laughed at that.
“And I’m…” Shane paused, “Behind.”
Jackie shook her head. “You’re recovering,” she corrected. “There’s a difference.”
Shane wanted, with sudden embarrassing force, to not do this. He wanted Jackie to pivot. He wanted to argue. He wanted Ilya and Hayden to come back and distract her. To start talking about literally anything that wasn’t this.
Instead she just sat there, patient as a knife. And because Shane was still tired enough that the walls in his head did not all go up cleanly, the truth slid out before he could stop it.
“She cried. This morning.”
Jackie waited.
Shane swallowed hard.
“Early. Like… four or five, maybe.” He stared at the blanket so hard it blurred. “And I woke up and she was crying and then…”
The rest stalled out in his throat. Jackie’s face didn’t change. She didn’t rush to rescue him from the sentence. She just let it stay there.
Shane hated that almost as much as if she’d interrupted.
“And I-” God. “I woke up and my gown was… wet.”
The word felt obscene.
He looked at the blanket instead of Jackie’s face.
“I didn’t understand at first,” he said, because of course he hadn’t. His brain had tried for twenty different explanations before landing on the one it least wanted. Sweat. Water. Maybe the IV. Maybe a spill. Maybe-”
Then the ache in his chest. The heaviness. The awful awareness.
He could see it too clearly now, despite how hard he’d been trying not to all morning.
Ilya waking instantly at the first hitch in Shane’s breathing. The baby still crying in the bassinet. Shane clawing at his own gown like if he got it off fast enough he could get out of his own body too. Ilya saying his name and then saying it again and again when Shane didn’t answer the first time. The nurses coming in. Shane not being able to stop shaking.
Humiliation burned up the back of his neck.
“Ilya had to call the nurses,” he said, because apparently once he started he had no remaining control over which parts would come out. “I couldn’t- I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t…” He made a useless little motion over his own chest. “I just wanted it to stop. All of it. I wanted somebody to rip my skin off.”
Jackie’s face tightened with sympathy so immediate it made him want to bite something.
“It felt disgusting,” he said, and there, finally, the word he’d been circling. “Not physically. I mean yes, physically, but-” He scrubbed a hand over his face, wincing when the movement tugged at his abdomen. “It felt like I was trapped in some body-horror version of my own life. Like it wasn’t enough that everything with the pregnancy already happened. Like my body is still…” He broke off, throat working. “Still doing things to me. Without me wanting them.”
Jackie let out a slow breath.
“Oh, honey,” she said.
Shane pressed the back of one wrist briefly against his eyes and then dropped it again because the motion pulled at his abdomen.
“That sounds awful,” she said quietly.
Shane looked at the window, then away from it, then back.
“And I know,” he said, speaking faster now, because once the words were moving he needed to get rid of them before he could hear himself too clearly, “I know it would probably be good for her. I know there’s antibodies and bonding and whatever else and everybody keeps saying fed is best, which is supposed to be reassuring, except it somehow sounds like they’re reassuring me about failing before I’ve even started, and I don’t…” He swallowed.
Jackie’s face stayed steady.
“Did someone push you to chestfeed her?”
Shane rubbed his thumb hard over the edge of the blanket. “The nurse just… mentioned it. Yesterday. Like, since my milk’s coming in, we could try. Later. If I wanted. And Ilya was trying to be careful, but I could tell he thought maybe I should at least think about it, and I know he didn’t mean it like that, but suddenly it felt like there was one clear answer everyone thought was the right one. Like if I said no, then what was even the point of any of this? What kind of dad-”
His throat closed hard enough that he had to stop.
Jackie’s face did something tight and furious and very, very kind all at once.
“Okay,” she said. “No.”
Shane blinked.
“No?” he echoed.
Jackie leaned forward slightly.
“Listen to me,” she said. “Feeding is not the same thing as loving. Chestfeeding is not the same thing as being a good parent. It is one possible way to feed a baby. That’s it.”
Shane looked away. He could feel the tears threatening again and hated it immediately. The memory surged up again anyway, clearer now that he’d spoken it aloud. The wet spreading sensation. The immediate, total horror of it. The way his whole chest had gone hot and wrong. The nurse’s voice turning careful. Ilya’s face going startled and then gentle, which had somehow made it all worse.
Shane had wanted to unzip his skin and crawl out. He rubbed a hand hard over his face.
“I just keep thinking,” he said, muffled into his palm, “if I can do it and I won’t, then what does that say about me? If I choose formula instead because I just can’t handle it, isn’t that me choosing myself over her?”
Jackie’s expression sharpened.
“No,” she said immediately. “It's you making a parenting decision based on what is actually sustainable and healthy for both of you.”
Shane dropped his hand and stared at her again.
She shrugged one shoulder. “Do you know how many things parenthood asks you to martyr yourself through? A million. If you say yes to all of them, you will not survive it. Sometimes the good-parent choice is the one that hurts less. Sometimes it’s the one that makes you more functional. Sometimes it’s the one that means you don’t spiral into a panic every time your baby gets hungry.”
Shane swallowed hard.
“There are people who can’t or don’t chestfeed for a thousand reasons,” she said, counting off on her fingers. “Pain. Supply. Dysphoria. Trauma. Medication. Babies who won’t latch. Babies in nursery care. Just… not wanting to. None of that makes somebody a bad parent.”
Shane listened. Quietly.
“I know this isn’t exactly the same,” she added, softer now. “But the point stands.”
He swallowed. “I just… what if I’m denying her something.”
Jackie looked at him for a long second.
“The only thing you’d be denying her,” she said, “is a version of you that doesn’t exist.”
He blinked.
She held his gaze.
“If doing it makes you panic,” Jackie said, “if it makes you dysphoric to the point where you can’t be present, then you’re not giving her something magical. You’re just hurting yourself.”
The sentence hit like a body check. Hard and clean and impossible to argue with without sounding insane even to himself.
Shane looked away first. His hands had gone very still on the blanket.
“I don’t know what else to do,” he admitted.
Jackie’s voice gentled again. “You can feed her with a bottle. You can do skin-to-skin. You can hold her when she cries. You can be there. That’s the thing.”
Shane stared at her as Jackie looked down for a second, then back up at Shane.
“I have had four kids,” she said. “Two of whom came out of me in a pair. I’ve breastfed. Pumped. Supplemented. Formula-fed. Combo-fed. I've fed babies while crying. Fed babies while numb. Fed babies while so tired I thought I was hallucinating. You know what mattered, in the end?”
Shane shook his head once.
“That they were fed,” Jackie said. “And that I didn’t die trying to perform some perfect version of motherhood nobody can actually survive.”
Shane’s mouth felt dry. Something in his chest went strange and tight. He opened his mouth, hesitated and closed it, then opened it again.
“I don’t think I want to do it,” he admitted, because apparently once the door was open, all the ugliest pieces wanted out. “The chestfeeding thing. I don’t think I can.”
Jackie nodded instantly.
“Okay.”
Shane blinked at her. He had expected… something. More. A speech maybe. A practical discussion. A gentle argument about options. At the very least a pause long enough to communicate that this was serious and complicated and worth unpacking.
Instead: Okay.
“That’s it?” he asked.
Jackie smiled faintly. “Shane. You don’t need my permission. If it helps, you have it.”
“I feel like an asshole.”
“You’re not.”
“I kind of am.”
“You’re really not.” Jackie tipped her head. “If you were saying, ‘I don’t want to feed my baby at all because she’s inconvenient,’ then okay, we’d be having a different conversation. But that is obviously not what this is.”
No. It wasn’t. That was part of what made all of this so humiliating. The fact that Shane cared this much. That the mere thought of doing all of this wrong could still flay him open.
Shane stared at the TV and let her words move around inside him without poking them too hard. Decide not to. As if it were a choice instead of a referendum on what kind of father he was. As if not choosing to use his body in one specific way didn’t mean he was withholding love, or effort, or proof. A decision.
Not one that made everything feel fixed. Not one that took away the shame entirely. Shane wasn’t going to insult both of them by pretending one conversation fixed all of this. But the thought that had been eating him alive since dawn had edges now. A shape he could look at instead of just feel gnawing through him.
“I don’t want to do it,” he said again. More quietly this time. Less like a confession. More like a fact.
Jackie nodded.
“Then don’t.”
He glanced at her.
“That’s really it?”
Jackie watched him for a second, something warm and sad and knowing in her expression, “That’s really it.”
There was a knock at the door before Shane could say anything else, and Ilya came in carrying the baby against his shoulder, wrapped in a fresh blanket, her face turned inward now, fully asleep in that collapsed, boneless way newborns had when the world finally stopped offending them for five minutes.
“She ate,” Hayden whispered dramatically as he followed Ilya into the room. 
“She took more this time,” Ilya said, eyes already searching out Shane’s face.
“It’s because she knew her Uncle Hayden was watching-” Hayden couldn’t even finish his sentence before Ilya began protesting. 
Shane rolled his eyes a little and then let them all talk around him for a while. It didn’t feel quite as heavy now. The room still smelled like hospital sheets and antiseptic and reheated coffee. The TV still flickered silently in the corner. Everything inside and outside the hospital still existed the same way.
But something had shifted.
Not fixed. Never that. Just shifted.
Eventually Jackie rose, collected her tote, and kissed Shane’s temple lightly. 
“You good?”
Shane hesitated just long enough to be honest. “Better.”
She smiled. “Good. We’re gonna head out, try to rest.”
Hayden leaned over too, far more awkwardly, and squeezed Shane’s shoulder in a brief, careful grip that managed not to jostle anything important.
“Glad you look less dead,” he said.
“Jesus Christ, Pike.” Ilya hissed at him.
“What? He does.”
Jackie elbowed her husband again. “We’re leaving. Text if you need anything. And I mean it.”
They left in a burst of hallway light and cooler air and then the door clicked shut again.
The room was quiet. Not empty now. Never empty, with Ilya and the baby in it. But quieter in a way that felt more bearable than before.
Ilya stood by the bed for a second, looking between Shane and the baby in his arms like he was waiting to see which gravity won.
Then he came to sit on the edge of the bed again.
Their daughter was limp and milk-drunk still, one fist tucked under her chin, the other just barely visible above the blanket. Shane watched her breathe for a second.
“She ate,” Ilya repeated softly, like it was important Shane knew it well. “Good swallow. Not perfect, but better.”
Shane nodded. “Okay.”
For a second Ilya just looked at Shane. Too perceptive. That was the problem with him.
“What?” Shane asked. 
Ilya’s mouth twitched. “You tell me.”
Shane looked at him.
He had planned, vaguely, to approach the topic obliquely. Maybe work his way around it. Maybe wait until later tonight when the baby was in the bassinet and the lights were lower and his courage had had time to regroup.
Instead he heard himself say, “I talked to Jackie.”
Ilya looked at him carefully. “Yeah?”
Shane picked at the blanket and then made himself stop.
“I don’t want to chestfeed.”
The words sat there. Plain. Exposed.
He watched Ilya’s face for the recoil he still, stupidly, half-expected.
It never came. Ilya just nodded once.
“Okay.”
Shane stared at his husband.
Ilya frowned a little, like he could tell Shane had expected more resistance and found that idea offensive.
“Okay,” Ilya repeated. “We do bottles.”
Shane frowned. “That’s it?”
“What else would there be?”
“I don’t know. Opinions. Concerns. A speech.”
Ilya looked genuinely offended.
“Why would I want you to do something that makes you miserable?”
Shane opened his mouth. Closed it again.
Ilya slid closer still, until his thigh brushed the side of Shane's.
“Shane,” he said carefully, “if you do not want to do something with your body, then you do not do it. End of discussion.”
The words hit harder coming from him, somehow. Because they came without Jackie’s useful outside-objectivity. They came from the person who had seen all of Shane’s worst parts. The person who knew exactly how ugly all of this had felt in real time.
Shane swallowed.
“I thought maybe…” He stopped.
Ilya waited.
“Maybe you’d think I was being selfish.”
Ilya’s expression collapsed into something halfway between heartbreak and exasperation. “No, Shane. Never.”
Shane looked away.
Ilya took a breath and then, more softly, “Did I make you feel like that?”
The question landed hot.
“No,” Shane said quickly, because that part at least he needed him to understand. “No. You didn’t. I just… you looked hopeful when the nurse brought it up. For like one second.”
“I was hopeful,” Ilya admitted quietly. “Not because I thought you should or that it was right. Just because…” He shrugged one shoulder, frustration and tenderness tangling together. “Because I want everything to be easier for you than it has been. And I thought maybe if this felt okay to you, then maybe it would mean your mind was being nicer to you.”
That was such an Ilya way to put it Shane almost laughed.
“Nicer to me?” Shane echoed.
“Yes.” Ilya reached up and smoothed a thumb over Shane’s cheekbone, light and warm. “But if it does not feel okay, then I do not want it. At all. We have bottles. Formula. Donor milk if needed. Right now we have like twenty nurses whose whole job is to help us keep this baby alive and fed. She will not starve because you do not want to chestfeed.”
Shane closed his eyes for a second. The relief of being believed without argument was so immediate it almost made him dizzy.
“Okay,” Shane said.
Ilya leaned in and kissed him once, soft and brief. “Okay.”
“Jackie said basically the same thing,” Shane admitted.
“Jackie is very smart.” Ilya said. “Only dumb thing she ever did was marrying Pike.”
Shane smiled, then his eyes moved down to look at their daughter again.
Her little face was half-hidden against Ilya’s chest, eyelashes fanned pale and ridiculous against her cheeks. It still astonished him, how fully real she looked asleep. Not less real than when she cried or rooted or frowned. More. As if sleep stripped away the performative outrage of a newborn and left only person underneath.
His daughter. Three days old.
He still could not fully understand how the world contained that fact and also all the others. That preseason hockey games still were happening. That people still bought gifts and parked cars and took elevators and worried about fantasy lineups while his daughter existed, while his body had done that and then almost died doing it.
It all felt structurally unsound.
“I want to pick her name,” he said, surprising himself.
Ilya blinked. Then smiled so suddenly and brightly it made Shane’s chest clench.
“Okay,” he said softly. “Yes. Good. I was waiting.”
“I know.”
“I did not want to do it without you.”
Shane glanced at him. “You could have.”
“No.”
“Ilya.”
“No,” he repeated, gentle and absolutely immovable. “You missed so much of her first moments. This is a thing we do together.”
With one arm, Ilya reached into the bag near the bed, pulled out the folder, and laid it across Shane’s lap.
Shane stared at it for a second.
The paper felt heavier than it should have.
Ilya opened it one-handed, shuffling past the insurance forms and after-visit summaries until two creased sheets emerged. Shane’s neat handwriting on one. Ilya’s large, slanted block letters on the other.
For a minute neither of them spoke.
Shane looked down at his own list and felt the old, peculiar ache of having made plans for something that had once seemed theoretical and had since become warm and loud and real enough to sneeze on people. Names with notes in the margins. Pros and cons. Tiny question marks beside combinations he’d liked and then lost confidence in.
There was a name that Shane had wanted to ask about first.
“What about Irina?” Shane asked softly.
Ilya went still.
Not sharply. Just enough that Shane noticed. He had wondered about it more than once these last few days. The thought had come and gone in exhausted fragments. Not because he thought Ilya should name their daughter after his mother, but because Shane would understand if Ilya had wanted to. 
Ilya looked down at their daughter for a second before answering.
“In Russian culture,” he said quietly, “some people say that if you name a child after someone dead, especially someone who died… badly, that they carry the same fate.”
Shane swallowed.
“This is not a science,” Ilya said. “I know that. But still. I do not want anything from my mother’s life to touch her like that. Not her sadness. Not the…” He searched for the word and gave up on English. “Судьба. Fate. Whatever. My mother already has her foundation. She is remembered by many. This does not have to be the way.”
Shane nodded slowly.
That made sense. More than sense.
“And,” Ilya added, voice lower now, “I do not want to look at my daughter and possibly think of the worst day of my life first. I want to look at her and think of herself.”
Something in Shane’s chest eased.
He reached one hand across the blanket toward them. Ilya shifted one of his hands free long enough to take it.
“Okay,” Shane said.
Ilya squeezed once.
“But,” he said after a beat, “I do want her middle name to be Yuna.”
Something hot and immediate moved through Shane’s chest.
“After my mom?”
Ilya gave him a smile. “No, random Yuna I met in airport.”
Despite himself, Shane laughed.
“She has kept you alive,” he said simply. “And she has kept me alive. And she will spoil this baby in ways we do not know yet. It feels right.”
Shane’s throat tightened unexpectedly.
Warmth. Steadiness. The smell of home and detergent and hospital-grade competence. The first person Shane had ever trusted with fear, before he even had words for it.
His throat tightened.
“Yeah,” Shane said. “I want that.”
They kept going.
The room darkened by degrees as afternoon leaned toward evening. The TV in the corner cycled silently through commercials and preview footage and eventually, somewhere, the early shots of an arena filling for a game Shane was not watching. A nurse came in once to take his blood pressure, smiled at the baby who had migrated into the bassinet as her parents shuffled papers around on Shane’s lap and spoke quietly about her. 
A few names had become immediately wrong now in ways they hadn’t been before. Too soft for the fierce little creature who slept nearby. Too formal. Too pretty. Too much like names for theoretical daughters, not actual ones who had a furious little mouth and Ilya’s nose and the general energy of someone who would bite first and ask questions later.
“What about Sofiya?” Shane said quietly.
Ilya looked at the bassinet, then back down at the page.
The name sat right almost immediately. It was soft enough for a baby. But it was also strong enough not to feel swallowed by her own smallness. Familiar in a way he couldn’t quite explain. Maybe because it held something of both of them without belonging entirely to either. Sofiya had gravity. Sofiya had room in it for the baby she was and the person she’d eventually become. 
Ilya smiled, slow and startled, like he could feel it settle too.
“Sofiya,” he said again, this time toward the bassinet, like he was trying it against her sleeping skin. “Sofi.”
The baby, predictably, did not respond as the name sat in the room.
Sofiya Yuna Hollander-Rozanov.
Sofi.
Shane turned to look at their daughter again in the bassinet as well.
“Yeah,” Shane whispered. “I think it fits.”
Sofi’s face scrunched, as if she had heard them talking about her. One arm escaped the blanket in an angry little jerk. Her mouth opened in a silent pre-cry O.
Ilya stood at once from the bed. Then, just as quickly, he paused and looked at Shane. Not pushing. Just offering.
Shane looked back at the bassinet. At the small furious person who now had a name. At the lists on the blanket over his legs. At Ilya standing beside him. At the room, which still smelled like hospital and still hurt and still held all the residue of the worst week of his life.
None of that had changed.

But some things had.
Sofi’s mouth opened wider. The first warning cry started up.
Shane took a breath.
“Give her here,” he said.
Ilya’s whole face lit, then carefully did not make a big deal of it. “Okay,” he said, like this was an everyday request and not something Ilya wanted to fall to his knees over.
He lifted Sofi out of the bassinet with his usual impossible gentleness and brought her carefully over.
Shane held out his arms.
Fear was still there. Apparently it always would be. But so was wanting.
Ilya settled their daughter against his chest, warm and wriggling and already complaining about the injustice of consciousness. Shane looked at her, really looked, and felt that odd bright-threaded thing again. Terror, love, exhaustion, grief, wonder, all knotted together so tightly they had stopped being separable.
It still wasn’t easy.
Maybe it never would be in the movie version of the word. Maybe parenthood for Shane would always come with too much awareness, too much body, too much memory attached to it. Maybe every good thing would keep arriving with bruised edges for a while.
But Jackie had been right.

That wasn’t the same as being absent.
“Sofiya Yuna Hollander-Rozanov,” Ilya said quietly. “Sounds very dramatic. It is perfect.”
Shane huffed a laugh.
“Yeah,” he said, looking down at their daughter. “She’s perfect.”
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