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    Dedication 
 
      
 
    Dedicated to Paxton Russell. I can’t wait to meet you in a few months. I already love you so much. Every step your mommy and I had to take to have you and every setback we experienced along the way will be worth it when I finally hold you in my arms.  
 
      
 
    Shoutout 
 
      
 
    A special shoutout to Louise Zanier who won the Strollers and Swings contest, killing the competition with a total of thirty-six points. Words can’t express how much I appreciate your support. You are truly a super-fan!  
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    Foreword 
 
      
 
      
 
    I just wanted to take the time to thank you for reading this book! This one was extra special to me since I started it as my wife and I were trying to conceive and finished after we found out we were pregnant. Kinsley and Grace’s pregnancy journey is their own. Every couple’s journey will be different, and that’s okay. What works for one couple may not work for someone else.  
 
    I tried to keep the emotions raw and real. I hope those who have been through this will be able to relate, and I hope those who haven’t will still be able to enjoy it. I also hope that I don’t scare anyone away from the process. It can be hard and scary at times, but it’s also exciting and absolutely worthwhile.  
 
    As I mentioned above, every couple’s journey to become pregnant is different. If you are interested in learning more about the steps that my wife and I took, check out the Our Pregnancy Journey section at the end of this book.  I love you guys so much!  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 1: Kinsley 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I think we should have a baby.”  
 
    My eyes went wide at the words that had just left my wife’s mouth. “Whoa, killer. Calm down. We’ve been married for like five minutes,” I joked, hoping that Grace couldn’t see the panic rising inside of me just at the mention of babies. Grace just rolled her eyes at me, and I had to laugh. What else could I do? “Seriously though, I think it’s literally been five minutes. Couldn’t you at least let us have our first marital romp before bringing up the b word?”  
 
    Grace pulled me in closer, as we swayed to the sound of our first dance song. “First of all, we’ve been married for at least a half hour. Second of all, I’m not getting any younger. I’m thirty-one!”  
 
    I continued to laugh at her ridiculousness. “Well, I’m thirty-three. Way to make me feel like an old lady. Should we go out and buy me a cane now?”  
 
    As per usual in our relationship, Grace rolled her eyes at me once again and lightly slapped my shoulder. “Stop. You know what I mean. I’m the one having the babies. My egg supply is decreasing every year and if we want to have four kids…”  
 
    With those words, I took a step back in order to get a closer look at Grace. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. We never agreed to four.”  
 
    Grace leaned in and placed a gentle kiss on the tip of my nose. “I know. I just like to watch you squirm. It’s adorable. But, we did agree to two or three and, if we want a break between any of the pregnancies, we need to start sooner rather than later.”  
 
    Three years. Three years with this girl and she still got under my skin in the best and worst ways possible. I simply shook my head in response. “I’m not drunk enough for this conversation.”  
 
    Grace tilted her head and flashed me a sweet smile, as she stared into my eyes. “You’re not drunk at all.”  
 
    I smirked, as I found myself getting lost in those green eyes. “Exactly,” I quipped.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just a few hours later, I was drunk. Very drunk actually. Although, I wasn’t sure if it was the alcohol or my overall happiness that had me more intoxicated. Even my brother, who was normally less sentimental than me, had gotten choked up during his Man of Honor speech. He almost couldn’t get the words out as he thanked Grace for bringing my family closer together. Little did he know, he also should have been thanking her for the fact that he was chosen to be my Man of Honor. I was perfectly content with having a Chin of Honor, but Grace convinced me that Lenny was doing enough by being our ring bearer.  
 
    As Grace and I spent the night dancing and celebrating with our family and friends, I found myself becoming more entranced by her the longer the reception went on. By the time the last of the guests were heading up to their hotel rooms, I was more than ready to get to ours. As we rode up the elevator, I leaned in close to Grace and took in her tight, long white dress that hugged her curves in all the right places. My eyes studied her body, then landed on her auburn hair that was half pulled up, and I watched the strands that fell across her back. “I know I’ve said this a thousand times already, but that dress looks insanely beautiful,” I whispered, remembering the way my breath caught when I first saw her walking down the aisle in it a few hours earlier. “I can’t wait to take it off of you.” 
 
    Grace turned toward me and ran her eyes along my dress as well. She then put both arms over my shoulders and looked into my eyes with her beautiful green ones. “I can’t believe you’re actually my wife,” she sighed.  
 
    “I can’t believe we made it through today without killing either of our mothers,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    Grace leaned in and rubbed her nose against mine, before pulling back to smile at me once again. “They mean well. Plus, you were too distracted to notice how embarrassing their dancing was.”  
 
    I put my hands on her hips, running them up and down her sides, and tried to resist the urge to have my way with her right there in the elevator. “Can’t imagine what could have possibly been distracting me.” I ran my eyes over her body once again and licked my lips. 
 
    Grace pulled away from me slightly and slapped my arm. “You need to stop looking at me like that.” 
 
    I tilted my head. “Why?”  
 
    Grace shook her head and rested a hand on my chest. “Because it’s turning me on. I feel like I’m going to be tempted to get you naked before we even get back to the hotel room.”  
 
    I wiggled my eyebrows at her and pulled our bodies closer together. “You know, I’ve always wanted to make love in an elevator.” I took her ear between my teeth the way I knew she loved, eliciting a moan that would have encouraged me to continue if the elevator door hadn’t opened at that moment.  
 
    “For God’s sake, you couldn’t even wait until you were back in your room?”  
 
    I reluctantly turned away from Grace and stared at Leah, who had one hand on her hip and the other on the elevator door to keep it from closing. Leah shook her head and laughed.  
 
    I simply shrugged in response, gesturing toward my new wife. “Can you really blame me? I mean, look at her.”  
 
    Leah rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face. “Yeah, yeah. I get it. You both are total bombshells in those dresses.” She stepped to the side, still holding the elevator door open. “Don’t let me keep you. I can tell there is something you would both rather be doing than talking to me right now. I’ll see you at brunch tomorrow.”  
 
    I took Grace’s hand and said a quick goodbye to Leah, before sweeping Grace down the hall and into our room. As soon as the door closed, my hands were all over her the way I had been dreaming about all night. “Turn around,” I whispered in a huff, desperate to get her dress off as quickly as possible.  
 
    I groaned when I realized just how many buttons were on her dress and how difficult it was to unbutton them. “Seriously? You had to get the dress that was impossible to get off?” 
 
    “Weren’t you just saying how much you liked my dress?” Grace asked flirtatiously. 
 
    “That was before I realized what a cock block it was going to be,” I grumbled as I continued to undo the buttons as quickly as possible.  
 
    Instead of providing any sort of help, or even sympathy, Grace laughed at my struggles.  
 
    “You think this is funny? Just wait until I get my payback. It won’t seem so funny then.”  
 
    “I’m so scared,” Grace said sarcastically, giggling even harder now.  
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief and wiped the sweat from my brow when the final button fell open. Without wasting any time, I pulled the dress off Grace’s body, eyes going wide when I saw the matching sheer white bra and thong she had on. I swallowed hard as my eyes traced a pattern up and down her body. 
 
    “Worth the wait?” Grace asked playfully.  
 
    I nodded my head as I struggled to take in air. For the millionth time that day, I was reminded that I was the luckiest girl in the entire world. How I got this lucky I would never understand. I had no clue what crude, pessimistic Kinsley had possibly done to deserve this life, but I knew I was never going to let it go.  
 
    Grace motioned for me to turn around. “My turn.” She slowly unzipped my dress, causing goosebumps to form on every bare spot of skin her fingers happened to skim.  
 
    Once the zipper was down, I stepped out of my dress and turned to face her again.  
 
    “Wow,” Grace said breathlessly as she took in my body the same way I had done to hers.  
 
    I moved my eyes from Grace to our bed. “What do you say we make ourselves more comfortable?” I pulled her to the bed instead of waiting for her answer.  
 
    As soon as we hit the mattress, I crawled on top of her and began placing kisses all over her body. My focus was broken momentarily by the sound of Lenny, the chinchilla, running through his cage. Even at his old age, he still got around pretty well, which I was normally happy about, except in this moment when he was trying to spoil the mood. I looked to Grace, my lips cracking into a smile and noticed that she was already laughing. “That’s our boy,” I said with a chuckle while shaking my head.  
 
    Grace wrapped her arms around me and pulled me tight up against her, our skin connecting in the most delicious way possible. “We wouldn’t be us if our sexy time wasn’t interrupted by the chinchilla. Remember the first time we ever had sex?” 
 
    I laughed when I thought back on that time. I tried to play it so cool, but deep down I knew I was already falling head over heels for this girl. “You mean when I talked to you about his giant penis to try to calm your nerves?” 
 
    Grace pushed a piece of hair behind my ear and placed a quick kiss on my lips. “In your defense, it’s true. Also, it was very sweet. It was one of the first times I saw the mush that you try to hide under all of those layers of asshole.”  
 
    “Whatever. You know I’m your favorite asshole.” I bent down and peppered a few kisses along Grace’s jaw. “What do you say we get back to more important things?” 
 
    Grace’s body instinctively pushed up into mine, lighting a fire inside of me all over again. “I’m all yours, wifey.”  
 
    I kissed from her jaw, down her neck, tracing the path I had become so familiar with these past three years. I removed her bra and ran my tongue across her chest before taking one nipple into my mouth and relishing the sounds she made below me. I moved my mouth to her other nipple as I ran my hand down her stomach.  
 
    I continued to kiss a path down her body until I reached her thong and took it between my teeth to remove it. I kissed my way back up her legs and placed one lone kiss on her center.  
 
    “God, Kinsley, you’re killing me right now,” Grace said between gasps of air.  
 
    I ran my tongue up her center just once before resting my chin on her stomach. A small smirk played on my lips as I lifted one eyebrow at her. “What was that?” 
 
    “What… are… you… doing?”  
 
    I ran a finger lazily along her stomach and down her leg as I continued to smile at her. “Just getting my revenge for those buttons. I told you I would.”  
 
    Grace glared down at me, her eyebrows furrowed in a way that told me she wasn’t messing around. “Kinsley Harper-Scott, I swear to God, if you don’t start using that tongue right now, I’m not having sex with you at all on our honeymoon.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t.”  
 
    “Does this face look like I’m joking?” 
 
    It certainly didn’t. In fact, her glare was so sexy that even if I wanted to keep up this charade in spite of her threats, I knew I couldn’t. I wanted her even more now than I did before. So, I took her. I brought my mouth back to where she needed it, loving the sounds Grace made as I pushed my tongue inside of her. Her hand tangled in my hair the way it always did when she was close, so I picked up my pace, enjoying the taste of her on my tongue. Soon her moans turned to whimpers and then there was no sound but her heavy breathing as she came down from her orgasm.  
 
    Grace lay still for just a few seconds before she found the energy to flip us around so she was now on top. She mimicked my movements from just a few minutes earlier and soon I was the one losing control as she completely devoured me. As I came down from the most earth-shattering orgasm of my entire life, I realized that sex was somehow even better as a married couple.  
 
    Grace crawled back up beside me and grabbed her glasses from where she had thrown them on the nightstand in the heat of the moment. She smiled over at me as she slid them back onto her face and placed a hand on my cheek, kissing me softly on the lips, before pulling back to stare once more. “There’s my beautiful wife.”  
 
    As I looked back at her, there was so much I wanted to say. So many promises I wanted to make that went so far beyond what I had promised just hours before in my vows. The words that slipped out weren’t what I expected, but they also weren’t surprising. If I loved a baby even half as much as I loved the girl in front of me, I knew my heart would be so full. Plus, I would do anything to keep the smile on her face that she had right now. “Okay. Let’s do it. Let’s have a baby.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just one month later, my eyebrows furrowed as I looked around the waiting room of the fertility clinic, filled with nothing but white walls and a few scattered posters on fertility. “I don’t like this place. It’s too… sterile.” 
 
    Grace laughed beside me. “Would you rather it be dirty?”  
 
    I crossed my arms in front of my chest. “No. It just doesn’t seem like the right way to start a family. It’s not romantic enough.” I felt a smirk come onto my face when I had another thought. “Let’s go have sex in the bathroom.”  
 
    “That’s your idea of romantic?”  
 
    “Um, yeah. Obviously. Plus, it just seems more natural to conceive a baby at the same place you have sex.”  
 
    Grace shoved her elbow into my side. “Could you not talk so loudly? People are staring.” 
 
    “Aw, come on. If you come into the bathroom with me right now, I’ll do that thing with my tongue that you love.” When Grace glared at me, I added, “Don’t act like it’s a lie. You were begging for it on the honeymoon.”  
 
    I heard what sounded like a cough and noticed a guy sitting across from us with a hand over his mouth, trying to contain his laughter. I smiled and held my hand out for a fist bump, which earned me another shot to my ribs. When my new friend returned my fist bump, the girl sitting beside him slapped him on the shoulder and playfully shook her head at Grace.  
 
    I leaned in close to Grace, so I could whisper in her ear. “If nothing else, it’ll shut me up.” 
 
    This time, she actually seemed to be considering it. Unfortunately, the doctor chose that moment to call us back. Bastard.  
 
    His office was surprisingly even more depressing than the waiting room, having nothing but a desk and a computer. 
 
    “So, you’re ready to have a baby?” The doctor’s monotone voice did nothing to make the process sound exciting, fun, beautiful, or any of the other words Grace had thrown around over the past few weeks.  
 
    Grace grabbed my hand and bobbed her shoulders up and down as if she were too excited to sit still. “Sure are!”  
 
    Instead of acknowledging her enthusiasm, the doctor reached into his desk and pulled out a stack of papers so big, it made me want to hurl. Grace leaned in to get a closer look, pushing her glasses back up her nose when they started to fall. Shit, that was sexy. Would that ever stop being so sexy to me?  
 
    I zoned out as he talked about the different insemination methods, trying my best to stifle my yawn. I envied the straight couples who were able to get pregnant by having sex. That sounded much more fun than this.  
 
    “We want to start with intrauterine insemination, right, babe?” Grace’s voice brought me back to the present moment and I tried to act like I had been paying attention.  
 
    “Yeah, sure. Whatever is cheapest and most comfortable for you sounds good to me.”  
 
    The doctor typed a few notes into the computer. “And how about sperm?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “Can’t say I have any of that.”  
 
    Instead of laughing, the doctor’s face became even more serious. “You have talked about this, right? Are you going to use a known donor or purchase sperm from a bank? Of course, it’s cheaper to purchase but if you want to use…” 
 
    I held up a hand before he could finish. “Wait a second. How is it cheaper to purchase sperm that costs like a thousand dollars a pop than it is to bring a guy to the clinic with us and have him jizz in a cup?”  
 
    The doctor’s eyes went wide, but his face remained stoic. “It’s not that simple. When you use a known donor the FDA requires the donor to have testing done, then the sperm is tested, it’s frozen for six months, then it’s tested again. Between the testing and the cost of storage, you’re looking at way over ten thousand dollars. That doesn’t even include the legal fees of making sure he signs over his rights.”  
 
    What the… I shook my head in disbelief. “Do you make straight couples do this?”  
 
    The doctor’s brow furrowed in confusion. “Excuse me?”  
 
    “If a straight couple came in who needed help conceiving, would the male have to send his sperm out and have it tested then stored then tested again? Because I’ve never heard of that.”  
 
    The doctor’s face turned the slightest bit red. “Well, no. He is tested so we know the right procedure to use, but we get a live specimen from the husband in that case.” 
 
    “So, this is a gay thing,” I said with a huff.  
 
    The doctor cleared his throat a few times as if he wasn’t sure what to say. “Well, no. I mean, it’s just procedure. I’m just following the regulations…”  
 
    “Don’t worry. You don’t have to explain,” Grace interrupted, her voice sounding much too sweet. “Isn’t that right, Kinsley?” 
 
    I crossed my arms over my chest, pissed over the clear double standard. “Yeah, sure, whatever. So, what is the procedure if we buy sperm from a sperm bank?”  
 
    The doctor pointed to the big stack of papers sitting in front of him. “We have information about a few of them in here. In the meantime, whoever is going to carry will need to have a few tests done. Unless you are both planning to carry at some point.”  
 
    “That would be a no,” I said with a laugh. I patted Grace on the knee. “That’s all my beautiful wife. We don’t need to be spreading any of my DNA out into the world.”  
 
    The doctor still refused to crack a smile even with my attempts at humor. “Okay then. You’ll just need the infectious disease blood work.” He looked between the two of us. “The only other thing you’ll need to have done before we start is to have a session with a counselor.”  
 
    This information made me sit up in my seat. “A counselor?” 
 
    “Yes. We just need a note from them explaining that you were seen and that you are ready for what this entails.”  
 
    I shook my head. “Listen, I have nothing against counselors. I think they’re great. But are you saying that you need me to prove that I’m ready to be a parent?”  
 
    The doctor cleared his throat, clearly feeling uncomfortable with my questions. “I think you are misunderstanding.” 
 
    “I don’t. I think you want me to prove that I’m ready to be a parent when straight people who have no business being parents get pregnant all the time.”  
 
    The doctor opened and closed his mouth a few times, clearly at a loss for words. Grace kept the smile on her face and squeezed my knee. “We will do whatever we need to. Thank you for giving us this opportunity.”  
 
    “You are very welcome. Be sure to look over everything, then give us a call when you are ready to begin.” The doctor stood up and straightened his jacket, giving me a view of his name—Dr. Butts.  
 
    As much as I wanted to laugh, I knew I couldn’t, especially since Grace had noticed where my eyes were focused and was now giving me the death stare. Instead, I reached out my hand to Dr. Butts. “Thanks for all of your help. I’m sorry for giving you a hard time. It’s just a lot to wrap my head around.”  
 
    “I completely understand. Feel free to call me with any questions.”  
 
    Once we were in the car, Grace gave me the look that I had learned meant I was about to get a lecture. “You didn’t have to be so rude in there, you know.”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders nonchalantly as I began to back out of my parking spot. “You have to admit that some of that stuff is totally ridiculous. I was just being honest.”  
 
    Grace sighed as she stared out the window at the road. “I know. I agree with everything you said, but it’s not the doctor’s fault. He’s just following protocol.”  
 
    “You mean Dr. Butts?” I said with a chuckle. “His name has more of a personality than he does.”  
 
    Grace shook her head, but I could see her lips curve into a slight smile despite herself. “You’re so immature. I don’t really care if he has a personality. If he’s good at his job and gets me a baby, that’s all that matters to me.”  
 
    “That’s all it takes to make you happy? Maybe I’ve been trying too hard.”  
 
    “Absolutely not. I appreciate the effort.” Grace finally looked away from the window and over at me, slipping her hand into mine as her smile widened. “You were right, by the way. I love that thing you do with your tongue. It makes me very happy.” 
 
    I lifted an eyebrow as I continued to stare out at the road. “Are you talking dirty to me right now? I can’t believe we’ve gotten to the point where Grace Harper-Scott is talking dirty somewhere other than the bedroom.” 
 
    Even though I wasn’t looking at her directly, I could see Grace’s cheeks turn red. “I’m just really happy. I thought it would take more to convince you to start this process. We’re starting a family. We’re going to be moms. Can you believe it? A baby of our own. It’s so crazy.”  
 
    Baby. Just hearing that word caused my blood pressure to skyrocket. I was going to be a mom. It was crazy. Totally crazy. Just a few years ago, I could barely take care of myself. Now, I was committing to taking care of a human. A family with Grace sounded great though. Truthfully, anything with Grace sounded great. “You’re going to make an amazing mom. I have no doubt in my mind about that. You’re absolutely amazing.”  
 
    Grace was still smiling as she started to go through all of the paperwork sitting on her lap. “I’m going to see if I can get this preliminary blood work done next week. Then I just have to wait to get my period, and I can get the rest of the testing done.”  
 
    “How romantic,” I said with a chuckle.  
 
    “It is romantic. It’s the beginning of the rest of our lives.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2: Grace 
 
      
 
      
 
    I bit my hand to keep from making noise as I had yet another object shoved into an area that didn’t seem so sexy anymore.  
 
    “You might start to feel some pain in just a minute here,” the doctor who was administering the test, this time a hysterosalpingography, said calmly as if I wasn’t already extremely uncomfortable.  
 
    I closed my eyes and counted to ten, waiting for the test to be over. 
 
    “All done. Hope that wasn’t too bad for you.”  
 
    “Not at all,” I lied.  
 
    The doctor gave me a knowing smile. “You can take your time getting dressed and then you’re good to go. We’ll call you with the results.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A week later, after receiving all healthy results, the poking and prodding didn’t seem so bad anymore. It was all worth it when it got me one step closer to my baby.  
 
    “Want to find a sperm donor?” I asked Kinsley as I sat down beside her on the couch.  
 
    Kinsley laughed as she naturally threw an arm over my shoulder and pulled me closer to her. “You’ve become very comfortable saying the word sperm. Just last month, your face turned red and you started to stutter every time you tried to say it.”  
 
    I elbowed Kinsley in the side as she threw her head back in laughter at my expense. “Whatever. It’s just a weird word, but now I’ve said it so much, it comes out naturally.”  
 
    “I prefer jizz. Let’s look for a jizz donor. Sounds more fun.”  
 
    I shuddered, which I knew was exactly the reaction Kinsley was looking for, which was made obvious as her smile grew even wider. “Ew, stop. Let’s just take a look.” I pulled up the website of one of the sperm banks that I heard had the best prices and went to the search bar. “So, we can be as precise as we want to be with this search.”  
 
    “How about a cool guy with a sensitive side who enjoys long walks on the beach after hitting the gym?”  
 
    I studied Kinsley's face, wondering if she would ever take this seriously. “I was thinking we should try for brown hair, blue eyes, and tall with an athletic build.”  
 
    “Are you building your perfect man?” Kinsley asked with a chuckle.  
 
    “No, I’m… I’m trying to find someone similar to you. I want you to feel as connected to this child as I do.”  
 
    Kinsley’s face became serious as she squeezed my shoulder and leaned even closer to me. Then, with the flip of a switch, her cocky grin returned. “In that case, you might want to add ‘witty asshole’ in your search.” 
 
    “I think I’ll stick to the physical features for now and just hope the kid naturally picks up your best characteristics.”  
 
    “Well, I personally hope all of our kids take after you,” Kinsley said as she looked at the list of donors on my computer screen. “Damn. Are we looking for sperm or for a person to spend our lives with? Donor number 5124 has a fun-loving personality and loves to joke around. Is that a joke?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I think it’s nice. It’s a way of learning more about them.”  
 
    We spent the next hour scrolling through donor after donor, Kinsley finding something to make fun of on each page, until we came across one we agreed on.  
 
    “Brown hair. Blue eyes. Dashingly handsome. Yep sounds like me,” Kinsley said as she tossed her hair. “So, now what? We fork over eight-hundred bucks to get a vial?”  
 
    I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped at Kinsley’s expense. She really was clueless about how all of this worked. “They say you should expect it to take three to four attempts per pregnancy, so you should multiply how many kids you want to have by either three or four. That way they can all have the same donor.”  
 
    Kinsley blew out a breath and rubbed at her forehead. “That’s a lot of money after just paying for a wedding and honeymoon.”  
 
    “Technically, our parents paid for most of the wedding and the cash we got as gifts should help pay for some of this.”  
 
    “We’re going to spend all of that hard-earned cash on this baby?”  
 
    “Hard-earned? Really? Was it that terrible marrying me?” I asked as I pushed my bottom lip out in mock sadness.  
 
    Kinsley leaned in and placed a quick kiss on my lips. “Of course not. Marrying you was wonderful. Dealing with our mothers over the past year while we planned the wedding was not.” She leaned back and gave me a stern look. “Speaking of which, I do not want my mom to find out we’re trying to get pregnant. She would be unbearable. It’s probably for the best to just keep it between us. Leah and Liam are cool too. I just don’t want to be asked about it 24/7.”  
 
    I swallowed hard. I told my mom everything and wasn’t sure how I would keep such a big part of my life from her, but I also understood where Kinsley was coming from. “Of course. No problem.”  
 
    Kinsley clapped her hands together in satisfaction. “Perfect. Back to the goodies. I think we should start by getting six vials. Since I know you’re a champ who will get us a baby in less than three tries, that should be good for two. A third isn’t even a consideration until we see how it goes with one.”  
 
    “Deal. We’ll get six and we’ll go from there. But you have to promise not to get mad if it doesn’t happen right away.”  
 
    Kinsley chuckled as if this was ridiculous, but in reality, it was something I was really concerned about. I felt a lot of pressure being the one responsible for bringing a new life into this world. “I would never get mad about that. It will happen when it happens. No big deal.”  
 
    It didn’t feel like no big deal, though. It felt like the biggest deal of my life and I hoped Kinsley was taking it as seriously as I was.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, guess what, guys?” Kinsley practically shouted at me, Liam, and Leah, even though we were all sitting close to each other around a campfire. Clearly, the chugging contest she and Liam had an hour earlier was having an effect on her.  
 
    “What’s up?” Liam asked just as loudly, causing Leah and me to share a look.  
 
    “We bought some man juice and we’re going to put a baby inside of Grace. I’m going to be a mom. How’s that for some crazy shit?”  
 
    Liam put up his hand and joined Kinsley in a sloppy high five. “That’s awesome. You know if you ever need some sperm, I’m happy to help. I’m good with my hands. Right, babe?”  
 
    Leah rolled her eyes at her husband. “Yes, babe. The best.” She reached out and took my hand. “I’m truly really happy for you guys. And seriously, I’m more than happy to volunteer my husband’s sperm. He has some good genes. It would be a shame for them to go to waste.”  
 
    “You guys still aren’t planning on having kids?”  
 
    Leah spit out her drink as she started to laugh. “Hell no. Kids are great, and I’m ready to spoil yours like crazy, but they aren’t our thing. We’re happy being the cool aunt and uncle.”  
 
    “Hear, hear. I’ll drink to that,” Liam said as he lifted his drink into the air.  
 
    Leah asked me about our plans while Liam and Kinsley started another chugging contest. An hour, and two very drunk significant others later, Leah and I decided it was a good time to head into our tents to sleep. It was the last night of our annual camping trip and only one week until school started, so I was ready for some alone time with Kinsley, even if it was a very intoxicated alone time. 
 
    I reached a hand out toward her, which she gladly accepted. “Time for bed, drunkie.”  
 
    Kinsley wiggled her eyebrows at me. “I know what that means.”  
 
    I wrapped an arm around her waist as she began to stumble toward the tent. “It means we’re going to sleep because you can barely even stand up.” 
 
    Once inside the tent, we crawled into our sleeping bag and Kinsley wrapped her arms tightly around me, taking me back to the first time we ever came on a camping trip together, when we were in limbo between being friends, enemies, and something more. “Do you remember our first camping trip three years ago?” I asked as I pulled her even closer to me. 
 
    “You mean when I was a complete asshole?” 
 
    “Aside from bringing another girl to the campsite to make me jealous, you were actually pretty sweet. You held me just like this to try to comfort me, even though you were scared to death of being intimate. I remember feeling so safe. So protected. I still feel that way when I’m in your arms.” 
 
    Kinsley pushed back my hair and began placing kisses along my neck, causing my body to heat up the same way it always did when she was close to me. “I’m going to tell you something right now, and I’m probably only admitting it because I’m drunk. Even though it took me way too long to allow myself to realize how I felt about you, I think that was the night I fell in love with you. There’s nothing better than having you in my arms. I love you so much, baby.”  
 
    I turned around in Kinsley’s arms so I was now facing her and began kissing along her neck and jaw. I ran my hand underneath her shirt, my fingers tingling at the feel of her warm skin. “It turns out you were right,” I said between kisses. “I’m not ready to go to sleep yet.”  
 
    Apparently, I was the only one. The only response I got from Kinsley was the sound of her lightly snoring, the way she always did when she had too much to drink. I laughed and turned myself around, grabbing her arm and wrapping it back around my body. “I love you so much too, honey. I can’t wait to start a family with you.” 
 
    Kinsley didn’t respond with words, but she pulled me tighter up against her and that told me all I needed to know. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I squealed with delight as I skipped over to where Kinsley was eating breakfast a week later. “Guess what today is?”  
 
    “The first day back at school with your new kiddos. A little excited?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, but something even more exciting just happened.” I wiggled around as I struggled to keep the exciting news inside. 
 
    Kinsley shrugged and shook her head in a way that told me she had no idea what I was talking about. “I’m lost. What just happened?” 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her into a side hug. “I just got my period!”  
 
    Kinsley pulled back from the hug, now looking even more confused, and put a hand on my forehead. “Are you feeling okay? I haven’t seen someone this excited about getting their period since like seventh grade.”  
 
    “Of course I’m okay. Getting my period means it’s almost time to try to make a baby.”  
 
    “Oh wow, I guess you’re right,” Kinsley said much too nonchalantly for my liking, but I was too excited to let it bother me. 
 
    I felt like I was floating as I called the fertility clinic and scheduled my first appointment for two days later. The feeling of floating continued as I dragged Kinsley into the clinic. I skipped from one room to another as I got blood taken and then had an ultrasound done, happy to hear that everything looked the way it should.  
 
    After about two weeks of appointments that all went this way, they finally decided it was time to inseminate. “Tonight, you will give yourself a shot that will help to trigger ovulation and we will see you back in two days for the insemination,” the doctor announced at the end of what felt like my fiftieth appointment. 
 
    “That’s it?” Kinsley asked, speaking up for the first time. “We don’t get any directions? Just stick a shot in and we’re good to go?”  
 
    Dr. Butts smiled slightly. “That’s it. Grace’s body will take care of the rest. The human body is a magical thing.”  
 
    Two days later, I held Kinsley’s hand as Dr. Butts explained how the insemination would go. “You might feel a bit of a pinch, but that’s it. This will be over before you know it.”  
 
    He was right. I had barely squeezed Kinsley’s hand when he announced he was all done and walked out of the room. I squeezed Kinsley’s hand once more as I smiled over at her. “This is it. This could be the day we start our family.” 
 
    Kinsley smiled slightly, but it didn’t seem to reach her eyes. “It could be, but don’t get too excited. Remember that there’s only like a twenty percent chance of it working on the first try.”  
 
    “Wow. Way to rain on my parade,” I said with a laugh, although her lack of excitement hurt more than I wanted to admit. 
 
    Kinsley shrugged her shoulders, clearly unaware how her nonchalance was affecting me. “I just don’t want you to be disappointed if it doesn’t work this time.”  
 
    “But it could work this time. Try to be a little more optimistic.” 
 
    Finally, a genuine smile surfaced on Kinsley’s face. “You know, I did do a little bit of research, and I read there’s a better chance of it working if you have an orgasm right afterwards.” She moved a hand up my still-bare leg and lifted an eyebrow. “What do you say?”  
 
    I took a deep breath as her hand continued to make its way higher and higher. “I say we really shouldn’t be doing that here. Someone could walk in at any moment to figure out why we aren’t out yet.” 
 
    “That’s what makes it fun,” Kinsley said as her hand continued on it’s path. 
 
    Even though she was almost impossible to resist, I gently pushed her hand away and started to sit up. “We can’t, Kinsley.”  
 
    Kinsley let out a long sigh. “Fine, but you owe me.” 
 
    I pulled my pants back on, then took Kinsley’s cheeks in my hands and placed a quick kiss on her lips. “You bet. I happen to be in a very good mood.”  
 
    That good mood continued throughout the week when I swore I started to feel cramps. “Cramping has to be a good sign, right?” I asked Kinsley one night as we ate dinner.  
 
    “Maybe. I don’t know how you’re supposed to feel,” Kinsley stated calmly as she shoved a spoonful of mashed potatoes into her mouth.  
 
    I sighed loudly in frustration, which was apparently enough to finally get Kinsley’s attention since she looked up at me with wide eyes. “Are you ever going to be excited about this?”  
 
    Kinsley rubbed at her temples as if she was just as frustrated as I was. “I am excited. I just have a different way of showing it.”  
 
    “You mean by not showing it at all?” 
 
    Instead of saying anything snappy back, Kinsley reached across the table and grabbed my hand. “I don’t want to fight. I’m sorry if I’m not acting the way you want me to. This is just how I am. In my defense, you’re the one who decided to marry an asshole.”  
 
    I shook my head as a smile came to my face. “You’re not an asshole. You’re just good at pretending you are. I don’t want to fight either, though. I’m sorry. I think this whole thing just has me on edge.”  
 
    “You can’t get yourself worked up about it. No matter what happens, we’re in this together. I promise.” She squeezed my hand and smiled at me in the way that always made me melt inside.  
 
    No matter what happens, I repeated in my head as I took a deep breath. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The no matter what came a week later when I got my period. “Shit,” I whispered to myself, not realizing I had said it loud enough for Kinsley to hear in the next room.  
 
    “Everything okay, babe?” she asked, her voice sounding chipper, which made me feel even worse about the news I was about to give her.  
 
    I took my time washing my hands and freshening up, before I walked into the bedroom where Kinsley was busy cleaning Lenny’s cage. My heartbeat picked up as she smiled over at me. Even though deep down I knew it wasn’t my fault and the chance of this working on the first try was low, I still felt guilty about what I had to tell her.  
 
    Kinsley tilted her head as she studied my face. “What’s wrong? You look like me when Lenny decides he would rather run on his wheel than hang out with me.” She chuckled softly, but stopped once she realized I wasn’t laughing along.  
 
    “I… I got my period. This attempt didn’t work.” I looked toward the ground, not wanting to see the disappointment on Kinsley’s face.  
 
    To my surprise, she started to laugh again. She walked over to me and put a hand on my chin, forcing me to look at her. She had a wide grin across her face which was the opposite reaction than what I expected. “That’s it?” she asked between her laughter. “You scared me. I thought something terrible happened.”  
 
    “I mean, I wouldn’t say this is exactly good news,” I said timidly.  
 
    Kinsley shrugged as she turned back to Lenny’s cage and began to pet him. “It’s not bad news either. We knew the chances of it working on the first try were low.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say because I felt dumb for being this upset. Kinsley was right. It was our first try. I shouldn’t let it get me down. When I didn’t respond, Kinsley turned back to me once again and reached out her hand to grab mine, squeezing it gently upon contact. “How about we have a special weekend together? The drive-in movie theater will only be open for a few more weeks. We can go and re-enact the first date you ever took me on. Then we can drive the rest of the way to your parents’ house and spend some time with them and your sister’s family.” She wiggled our hands and gave me her signature smile. “Come on. It will be fun. We haven’t seen them since the wedding. I’m sure your mom is dying from not spending time with her little girl.”  
 
    Despite how I had just been feeling, a smile spread across my face and I felt a sense of relief. “That sounds wonderful. It’s exactly what I need.” I looked Kinsley in the eyes and saw the sincerity that still blew me away. “Thanks, Kins. Seriously.”  
 
    “No need to thank me. You can repay me by making out with me once it gets dark at the drive-in.”  
 
    “We’ll see,” I said with a smirk, all of my worries from earlier washed away.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    “So, about that making out you promised me,” Kinsley flirted as she snuggled in close to me underneath the blankets we had set up on the grass in front of her car just a few nights later.  
 
    “The movie is starting,” I scolded, even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to resist the way she had started kissing my neck for very long.  
 
    “And since when do we actually watch movies when we come to the drive-in?” Kinsley asked between kisses.  
 
    “Well, never, but that’s because we normally talk through them or you snore through them.”  
 
    Kinsley removed her lips for just a second then ran her tongue across my neck and along my jaw. “I’m not snoring now.”  
 
    It took every ounce of willpower to push her away when what I really wanted to do was grab her and pull her on top of me. “This is a family establishment.”  
 
    Kinsley looked around, then pointed to the car parked next to ours. “A family establishment where those teens are currently steaming up the windows of their car?” She smiled smugly at me and wrapped an arm around my waist. “Just a kiss?”  
 
    “Fine, but just to shut you up. I actually want to see this movie.”  
 
    Kinsley’s smile grew as she leaned in closer to me, her lips meeting mine in a searing kiss. With my mind no longer on those surrounding us or the movie, I deepened the kiss and pulled Kinsley down so her body was partially on top of mine. My body heated up as our tongues tangled together in the best way possible. My body pushed up into Kinsley’s and I couldn’t help the low moan that escaped from my throat.  
 
    I pulled away and stared up at her, loving that the desire in her eyes matched what I was currently feeling. “What do you say we get in the car?”  
 
    Kinsley’s lips curved up on one side, her cockiness telling me she knew she had won. “I thought you wanted to watch the movie.”  
 
    “Keep making fun of me, and I just might change my mind.” 
 
    Kinsley jumped to her feet and reached a hand out toward me. “My lady.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, how was the movie last night?” my mom asked the next day at lunch.  
 
    Kinsley spit out some of the soda she was drinking as she laughed at my mom’s question, earning a glare from me. “I really enjoyed it, Mrs. Harper. Definitely the most fun I’ve ever had at the drive-in.”  
 
    I elbowed Kinsley in the side and gave her a look that told her I didn’t appreciate her antics as I tried to keep my face from turning red. I forced a look at my sister who was also sitting across from me. Her eyes moved between me and Kinsley as a knowing smile came to her face. Great. It seemed everyone knew what I had done at the drive-in last night. Except, I knew that wasn’t actually the case. My mom, dad, and niece were clearly all still clueless.  
 
    “So, how has Oliver been since the move?” I asked, trying to veer the conversation away from last night.  
 
    My mom sighed dramatically, the same way she always did when my brother’s move to Florida came up. “I really like Jill and I know the distance has been hard for them since they graduated a year ago, but I don’t see why he had to move to her.”  
 
    My sister and I exchanged a look. It was always the same story with my mom—no understanding why anyone would ever want to leave our small Maryland hometown. The only reason my sister had never left was because she married her high school sweetheart, and they were both established in town, but I had to hear at least once a month about how jealous she was of me and my brother.  
 
    “Speaking of moves, any thoughts about you two moving back here? Pam and I just hate the thought of you two living somewhere so far from any family.”  
 
    I looked to Kinsley and subtly rolled my eyes about the fact that our mothers were discussing our living situation before focusing back on my mom. “Where we live is perfect. If we moved here, we would be further from Kinsley’s parents and moving there would mean we’re further from you guys.”  
 
    My mom did her signature sigh once again. “I guess that’s true. I just hate the thought of you guys being so far from family when you decide to start having kids.”  
 
    I felt a hand land on my knee and looked back to Kinsley, who was giving me a comforting smile. I put my hand on top of hers and squeezed, trying to convey that I was okay with the direction the conversation was going. “We’re not that far, Mom. Plus, I have no doubt that you and Mrs. Scott will be there whenever we need you.”  
 
    “You know that’s true,” my mom said with a laugh. “We’re already trying to figure out a time we can come visit you girls together this fall.”  
 
    Kinsley looked at my mom with a shit-eating grin that told me she was about to say something sarcastic. “That sounds great. We totally can’t wait, Mrs. Harper.”  
 
    My mom smiled adoringly at Kinsley, clearly missing her sarcasm. “I can’t wait for you girls to start having kids. I hope it happens sooner rather than later.”  
 
    That makes two of us.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3: Kinsley 
 
      
 
      
 
    I gripped Grace’s hand tightly, trying to keep up as she skipped into the fertility clinic for our second attempt. Even though I couldn’t understand her excitement to have sperm shoved inside of her, I was just happy that her sadness from the first attempt hadn’t lasted very long.  
 
    We sat down in the waiting room that I still found utterly depressing and waited to be called, Grace skipping once again after the nurse called for us to follow her. 
The doctor came in the room and mumbled a few words before quickly doing the procedure, wishing us luck, and walking back out.  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow at Grace. “He’s a man of few words, isn’t he?”  
 
    “All the best are,” she said enthusiastically, giving me a super dorky thumbs up that made me fall in love with her all over again.  
 
    “I love you so much. I have a good feeling about this one.”  
 
    Truthfully, I didn’t have any feeling about this one, but the way her face lit up when I said it made my little fib worthwhile. “I do too. Second is the best, right?”  
 
    Grace laughed at herself, the slightest snort escaping as she did. God, I really did love this girl.  
 
    I decided to test my luck again and put a hand on her thigh. “I could—” 
 
    Grace grabbed my hand and moved it away. “Absolutely not. I told you that’s weird. They could walk in any minute.”  
 
    “Someone could have looked into our car at any point at the drive-in, but you didn’t seem to care then.”  
 
    Grace put her head in her hands, but I didn’t miss the slight redness coming to her cheeks. “Are you ever going to get tired of teasing me?”  
 
    “Let me think about it.” I looked up toward the ceiling like I was contemplating her question. “Nope!” 
Grace’s smile grew before she became serious again. “So, you really think this is the one?”  
 
    “I really do.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It turned out this wasn’t the one. This time, we found out through blood work from the fertility clinic. I could tell from the moment I picked up my phone to a call from Grace in the middle of the day, that it hadn’t been successful, but she didn’t come right out and say it.  
 
    “It didn’t work, did it?” I finally asked as she rambled on about a lesson she was going to be doing with her students after they got back from art class.  
 
    Grace went silent for a few seconds before squeaking out a barely audible, “Sorry.”  
 
    I laughed, unsure how else to respond. “Why the hell are you apologizing?”  
 
    Grace sighed and I could tell by the way there was a quiver to it that she was trying not to cry. “I just feel like it’s my fault. It’s my body that’s not cooperating.”  
 
    My heart broke just hearing her say that. I hated that she felt that way. “That’s not true at all. These things take time. It’s not your fault if it takes three times, and it’s not your fault if it takes eighty times.” 
 
    “God, I hope it doesn’t take eighty times,” Grace said with a slight laugh that warmed me up inside.  
 
    “Me either. I might have to sell a few straight romances to pay for that.”  
 
    “Ew. Never sell your soul to the devil like that. Speaking of your writing, what are your beta readers and editor saying about your current book?”  
 
    “Obviously that I’m a literary genius.” 
 
    Grace laughed again, and it was like music to my ears. “Well, I can’t wait to read it.” 
 
    “You know the rules. You can’t read it until it’s perfect.”  
 
    “I know, I know. Married to the great Laurel Lake and I don't even get any special privileges.”  
 
    She made this way too easy. “Now, I wouldn’t go that far. I’d be happy to provide you with plenty of special privileges when you get home from work tonight.”  
 
    “You’re too much. I have to go. There are a bunch of third graders who will be marching into my room any minute now, and I can’t be having this conversation.” I was going to say goodbye, but had a feeling Grace had more to say. Not surprisingly, she started to speak a moment later, her voice softer now. “I love you, Kinsley. So much. Thanks for being so understanding of everything.”  
 
    “There is no need to thank me, but you’re welcome. We’re in this together, babe.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “In this together, right?” Grace asked, repeating my sentiment from our conversation two weeks earlier.  
 
    She didn’t skip into the fertility clinic this time, but she did have a wide smile on her face. I admired her ability to bounce back after her disappointment. It was one of the things I loved most about her. I made a mental note to remind her of that later as she checked in. Less than fifteen minutes later, we were done with the procedure that already seemed like second nature.  
 
    “Make sure to set up an appointment for your blood work at the front desk before you leave,” Dr. Butts said without looking up from the clipboard he was holding in front of him. “Since two weeks from now is Thanksgiving, you should make it for the day after.” Without another word, he walked out of the room.  
 
    I shook my head and laughed. “Talkative as always.” When I looked at Grace, I noticed she was laser focused on me. “What’s up? Did I say something wrong.”  
 
    She shook her head slowly. “No. I was just wondering if maybe you were right before. About having orgasms. I still think it’s weird, but maybe we should try it.”  
 
    Excitement rolled through my body like I was a little kid on Christmas who had just been told they had another gift waiting for them. I moved my hand up Grace’s thigh until it landed between her legs. She let out a soft moan as I went to work with my fingers. I watched as her eyes closed and she bit her bottom lip in a way that was way too sexy.  
 
    Just when things were really heating up, the sound of laughter outside of the door caused her eyes to pop open. She quickly looked around the room as her face turned red. She pushed her glasses back up her nose as she focused on me. “Never mind. This is too weird. I can’t do it.” 
 
    I threw my hands up in the air in frustration. “But you were so close.”  
 
    Grace took my hand and kissed the fingers that had just been on her. “That just means we will need to continue this later.”  
 
    “Fine, but you owe me. Especially since I was just reminded that Thanksgiving is only two weeks away. What were we thinking when we agreed to host your family, my family, and Leah and Liam?”  
 
    “Hm. Maybe that we love them and want the chance to have all of the people we love in one place.” 
 
    I scrunched my face up to show I wasn’t convinced. “We’ll see about that.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I always forget how much I adore your house,” my mom said after smacking a wet kiss on my cheek and pulling me into a tight hug.  
 
    When she finally let go, my dad embraced me in a much less suffocating way. “Great to see you, kiddo.”  
 
    Grace greeted them both with much more enthusiasm than I could muster, smiling like she had been waiting for this day forever. “So, where’s Kevin?” she asked as she looked at the door behind my parents.  
 
    My mom made a wide gesture with her hands. “They can never get themselves and the kids out of the house in a timely manner, but I’m sure they’ll be here before we sit down to eat.”  
 
    The doorbell rang and before anyone could reach to open it, Grace’s mom pushed inside. She said a quick hello to Grace and me before quickly jumping into conversation with my mom.  
 
    “I wish Oliver was joining us, but you know how boys are when they are in love,” I overheard Grace’s mom say to mine as the rest of her family made their way into the house.  
 
    We exchanged hugs with Grace’s dad, sister, brother-in-law, and niece, before directing all of them into the family room so we could continue preparing lunch.  
 
    I blew out a long breath once we were back in the kitchen. “I’m tired already, and the day hasn’t even started.”  
 
    Grace wrapped her arms around me from behind and placed a kiss on my neck. “Aw, come on. You can act all dark and moody, but I know you love having everyone here.”  
 
    “You’re right,” I said with a sigh, hating to admit that I had a soft side. “They may drive me nuts, but I love them. A few years ago, I never would have thought this was possible.”  
 
    “Which part?”  
 
    “Any of it. A close relationship with my family. A beautiful, caring wife who accepts me exactly as I am.”  
 
    Grace squeezed me even tighter and rested her head against my back. “Look who’s being sentimental now.” She was silent for a moment and when her voice came back it was quieter and more serious. “You know who would love this?” 
 
    I swallowed hard as I felt tears threatening to come to my eyes. “My grandma? She really would. God, she would love you so much.”  
 
    “And she would be so proud of you, Kinsley.”  
 
    I wiped at my face, then focused my attention on the oven. “I should probably check on the turkey.”  
 
    Grace kissed me on the cheek and gave me a knowing smile before getting to work on preparing all the sides for lunch.  
 
    As we began to set the table, Leah and Liam let themselves inside. They said a quick hello and set down the dessert they had made before joining our families in the family room. A few minutes later, my brother’s family arrived just in time for us all to sit down to eat.  
 
    We all went around and said what we were thankful for, then my dad said a prayer and everyone started to eat. While everyone was distracted by their food and side conversations, Grace squeezed my hand and leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “I was supposed to get my period two days ago. Maybe we’ll have even more to be thankful for tomorrow.”  
 
    “So, you’re saying we may have another turkey cooking?” 
I felt Grace’s whole body wiggle as her face lit up at the thought. “We just might. Third time’s a charm, right?”  
 
    “Third time’s a charm for what?” my eleven-year-old niece asked from across the table.  
 
    Damn her supersonic hearing. I shoved some mashed potatoes in my mouth then held up the spoon. “For these mashed potatoes. This is the third time I made them from scratch and I think I killed it.”  
 
    “They are very good, dear,” my mom said while patting my hand like I was a small child. “They taste just like your grandma’s.”  
 
    I smiled proudly as I sat a little bit taller and was surprised when I felt Grace’s lips on my cheek. “I’m going to run to the restroom. I love you.”  
 
    As soon as Grace walked away, my dad pulled me into a conversation about my brother’s race car. I was so invested in the conversation that I didn’t even realize how long she was gone. When she finally returned to the table, I grabbed her hand and smiled over at her. She gave me the slightest smile in return but it didn’t seem to reach her eyes.  
 
    I squeezed her hand, worried about what might have brought on this change. “Everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Just tired.” She tried to smile wider, but I wasn’t buying it. 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something else when my dad said my name. When I looked over at him, Grace stood and walked away from the table.  
 
    I found her in the kitchen, standing over the dirty dishes that had begun to accumulate in the sink.  
 
    “What’s going on, babe?” I asked as I wrapped her in a tight hug from behind.  
 
    Instead of leaning into my hug the way she usually did, her body went rigid and she reached her hand out to turn on the faucet. “I’m fine. I just want to get a head start on some dishes.”  
 
    “Grace, come on. What’s—?” My heart dropped when I put the pieces together. She had been happy and excited about the possible baby until she went to the bathroom and then her whole attitude changed. “I’m sorry, babe.”  
 
    Grace shook her head, but refused to look at me. “I don’t want to talk about this right now, Kinsley. Not with everyone right in the next room.”  
 
    I rubbed her arm, my heart breaking with her. “How about you get a glass of wine and we’ll try our best to enjoy the rest of the day?”  
 
    Grace grabbed a nearly full bottle of wine sitting on the counter, but instead of getting a glass, began walking back toward the dining room. She turned back toward me and took a big sip straight out of the wine bottle. “What are you waiting for? Let’s do this.”  
 
    I grabbed a glass, worried our mothers might get suspicious if the normally cool and collected Grace was chugging straight from the bottle. Luckily, when I sat down and pushed the glass toward her, she accepted it, filling it up to the rim.  
 
    Just two hours later, Grace was sufficiently drunk, but since our moms also had been enjoying quite a bit of wine, nobody seemed to notice. We played a few games and told embarrassing stories about each other until our families became tired and left. Leah and Liam stuck around, helping me clean while Grace dozed off on our family room couch.  
 
    When we made our way back into the family room, I sat on the couch and laid her feet across my lap. Leah and Liam sat down on our adjacent love seat, grins present on their faces that seemed wider than natural.  
 
    “Yo, Grace, you alive?” Leah asked playfully.  
 
    Grace yawned as she stretched and opened her eyes. “Yep. Wide awake. I was just resting my eyes.”  
 
    Leah studied Grace’s motions as if she was contemplating something. “Are you sure about that? Because we have something really important to tell you, so I want to make sure you’re actually here with us.”  
 
    Grace sat up and curled her feet underneath her. “Yes. I’m here. What’s the news?”  
 
    Leah and Liam smiled at each other and then she looked back at us. “We’re pregnant!”  
 
    What the f— 
 
    “Pregnant?! That’s wonderful!” Grace said way too enthusiastically.  
 
    “Yeah. Congrats, guys. At least, I think so. That is, if you’re happy about it.”  
 
    “Oh my God, yes. We’re ecstatic. I know we were just telling you guys we were never going to have kids, and this definitely wasn’t planned, but one forgotten birth control can do that to you, I guess. Anyway, when we found out, we were shocked to say the least, but the more we thought about it, the more excited we became. It’s everything I thought I never wanted, but now I can’t imagine wanting anything else.”  
 
    By the way Leah was rambling, I could tell she truly was excited, so I leaped from the couch and jumped onto the love seat to wrap her in a tight hug. “I’m so freaking excited for you guys! This is amazing!” I moved from Leah to Liam, squeezing him just as tight. “Now, if we get pregnant soon, our kids will be right around the same age.”  
 
    Leah pushed her bottom lip out into a frown. “No luck yet? We were hoping you guys would have news for us too.”  
 
    I stood and walked back to the couch, so I could be close to Grace. “Not yet,” I said as I took her hand and kissed it. “But it will happen when it’s meant to. No big deal.”  
 
    “So, how far along are you guys?” Grace asked, the enthusiasm in her voice not matching the look I could read on her face.  
 
    “Eleven weeks. We’re due June 19. You guys are the first two people we told. It’s part of the reason we decided to come here instead of to one of our family’s houses. We knew we wouldn’t be able to resist telling them, but once we do, the whole world is going to find out. I swear, my mom has a phone chain for big family news.”  
 
    We talked baby talk for another hour until we were all too tired to keep our eyes open. Grace was having the most trouble and continued to drift in and out of sleep. Once we were done saying our goodbyes and another round of congratulations, I walked Leah and Liam to the door, then joined Grace back in the family room.  
 
    “So, that was surprising,” I said hesitantly.  
 
    Grace let out a sardonic laugh that was accompanied by a snort. “To say the least.”  
 
    “It’s cool though.”  
 
    “And completely unfair.” Grace sighed and rubbed at her eyes which were starting to tear up. “I want a baby so bad. Starting a family is what I’ve always dreamed about. Why does someone else get to have my dream without even trying?”  
 
    I shrugged as I sat back down next to her. “That’s just how life works. No one ever said it was fair. But they are our friends, so it’s our job to be happy for them.”  
 
    “And what if I can’t be?” Grace asked, even more tears coming to her eyes now. 
 
    I shrugged once again, feeling completely helpless against her questions. “Then you fake it.”  
 
    “Do I have to fake it right now?” 
 
    Her voice was so soft and defeated that I worried I would start to cry too, but I knew I couldn’t. I had to be strong for Grace. I had to be her rock the same way she had always been mine. “You never have to fake it around me.” 
 
    And with those words, the flood gates opened and she fell into my arms, and I found myself praying for the first time in a very long time. I prayed God would finally make her dreams come true…  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the weeks following our third failed attempt, things were different. My fun-loving wife wasn’t so fun or loving anymore. Every day she came home from work, she was quiet while we ate dinner, then showered and went to bed soon after. My attempts at jokes fell flat. My attempts at sex fell even flatter, being met with anger over the fact that I would even suggest it.  
 
    By the time we were heading into the clinic for attempt number four, I felt completely defeated. “Kinsley! Grace! It’s wonderful to see you again,” the sweet old receptionist said as soon as we walked in the door. “You’re all checked in. Good luck!” Even her wink wasn’t enough to shake me from my stupor, but I forced a smile so I wouldn’t hurt her feelings.  
 
    Since it was almost Christmas, even Dr. Butts was livelier than usual, making jokes about us having a Santa Baby which earned him a fake chuckle from me. I didn’t even consider suggesting the orgasm trick again since I knew it would just end with me getting yelled at. 
 
    We scheduled an appointment for two days after Christmas, then silently headed out. As we walked, I hesitantly reached for Grace’s hand, half expecting her to slap mine away. “Can we promise that no matter what happens, we’ll at least enjoy Christmas? Even if you end up getting your period before the bloodwork again?”  
 
    Grace cringed as if I was asking a lot of her, but then let out a breath and gave me an apologetic look. “Of course. I’m sorry. This is just tiring. I hate this process and I especially hate the wait, but what I hate most is how I’ve been acting toward you.”  
 
    I squeezed Grace's hand and gave her a reassuring smile. “Hey, it’s fine. I get it. But starting in a week, you’ll have two weeks off from school. Let’s make the most of it.”  
 
    “Deal,” Grace agreed with the most enthusiasm I had heard from her in weeks, but I still worried whether it would last.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Merry Christmas, beautiful.”  
 
    I blinked my eyes open and looked around my bedroom. Much to our mothers’ chagrin, Grace and I had spent the past week at her parents’ house then mine, so we could spend Christmas just the two of us. I was sure I would be getting another call from my mom any minute trying to guilt-trip me for our decision.  
 
    But, as I finally focused on Grace, all thoughts of my mom disappeared. I ran my eyes from the Santa hat sitting upon her head down her body which was barely covered with a sheer red bra and thong.  
 
    My mouth was so dry that I wasn’t sure I could even speak. “G-good morning.” I swallowed hard as I took in her body once more.  
 
    Grace crawled on top of me and began kissing my neck and running her hands up and down my sides. “I figured you deserved an extra special Christmas gift this year.”  
 
    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. “I… yep… perfect.”  
 
    Grace slipped her hand underneath my shirt, rolling one nipple and then the other around in her fingers.  
 
    It was so hot, I could barely breathe. “What… did… you do… with… my wife?”  
 
    Grace laughed and then placed her lips on mine, pulling me into a searing kiss that had my head spinning. When she pulled away, she had a devious smirk on her face. “I can stop if you want.”  
 
    I pulled her back down on top of me, kissing her quickly. “Hell, no. When was the last time we had sex? Two months ago?” 
 
    “I think it was more like a month and a half, but who’s counting?” Grace asked as she started to strip me of my clothes.  
 
    In no time, she had me completely naked. I flipped us around so I was now on top and ran one hand up to her bra and the other down to her thong. “As much as I love these, I’m going to need them off.” 
 
    Grace looked up at me and lifted an eyebrow, suddenly more confident than I’d ever seen her. “Then what are you waiting for?”  
 
    I let out a low growl and quickly removed her bra. I took her nipple into my mouth, biting down gently and relishing the way she moaned as she held me close to her.  
 
    I moved my hand down her body and slipped it inside her underwear, desire pulling at my core when I found the wetness that was waiting for me there. I removed my mouth from her body just long enough to slip off her underwear, then brought it right back to where she needed me. As my mouth went to work on her boobs, I slipped two fingers inside of her.  
 
    Grace lifted her body into mine then moved her hand between my legs, slipping her fingers inside me as well. I could feel the pressure building in my core as we moved together, both losing control as we came closer and closer to the edge. I felt my orgasm shoot through me at the same time Grace screamed out my name in pleasure.  
 
    I slipped off of Grace and lay on my back as I tried to catch my breath, the happiness in my heart more than I had felt in months. Not because of the sex, even though it had been mind blowing, but because of how connected we felt. It was enough to remind me that no matter what we went through, no matter what mountains we might have to climb over these next few months, we would get through it.  
 
    I turned my head so I could look at Grace who was already smiling back at me. “That might be the best Christmas present I’ve ever gotten.”  
 
    “Might?”  
 
    “You’re right,” I said with a laugh. “That was definitely the best Christmas present I’ve ever gotten.”  
 
    Grace’s face became serious as she began to run a finger along my arm, causing goosebumps to pop up on my skin all over again. “Who knows, maybe on Friday you’ll get an even better Christmas present.”  
 
    I wrinkled my nose and squinted one eye as if I was deep in thought. “Nah, I don’t even think finding out we’re pregnant could compare to that sex.” 
 
    Grace slapped me on the chest as she tried her best to scowl at me. “That’s not funny.” Suddenly, her eyes lit up as if an idea had just come to her, and she gave me the puppy dog eyes she knew I couldn’t resist. “I know we agreed on no pregnancy tests before blood work, but what about just this once? For Christmas?”  
 
    I groaned, knowing there was no way I could say no to her, especially after the gift she had just given me. “Fine, but not today. Today we enjoy our private Christmas together. Tomorrow we’ll do the pregnancy test, but only because I love you and you just gave me an orgasm that still has my whole body tingling.”  
 
    As Grace wiggled with excitement beside me, I hoped I wouldn’t regret agreeing to this.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4: Grace 
 
      
 
      
 
    I paced around the bathroom, waiting for the longest three minutes of my life to pass. I groaned when I looked down at my phone and realized only thirty seconds had crawled by. “Kinsley, what are you doing?” I asked impatiently.  
 
    “Just talking to Lenny,” she replied coolly.  
 
    “Well, don’t you want to be in here when the test is ready?”  
 
    “You set a timer, right? I’ll be in once that goes off. Lenny needs mom’s attention. Don’t you little buddy?”  
 
    I took a deep breath and reminded myself this was just how Kinsley was. No need to get mad at her for her lack of excitement. Just breathe. Just breathe. 
 
    Luckily, my focus on Kinsley took my mind off counting down the time and suddenly the timer was going off. “Kins, it’s time!”  
 
    “Okay. Just one sec. Giving Lenny a final scratch.”  
 
    God, this girl could be so infuriating sometimes. I was about to say something else, when she came strolling into the bathroom holding the damn chinchilla on her shoulder. I would have been annoyed if she didn’t look so obnoxiously cute. I couldn’t even help the smile that took over my face as I looked over at the two of them. “Alright, here goes nothing.”  
 
    I picked up the test and squinted my eyes as I stared at it. When I looked at Kinsley, her head was turned slightly, an extreme look of focus on her face, which made me think she was trying to figure out the same thing I was.  
 
    “Is that a line?” she asked, echoing my own thoughts.  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s really light, but there’s definitely something there, right? Like I’m not going nuts?”  
 
    Kinsley shook her head slowly. “No, I see something, but isn’t it supposed to be a lot darker than that?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s too early. Or maybe it’s just an evaporation line. If you take too long to look, that can happen. It could be the extra scratches you gave Lenny.” I tried to hide the annoyance in my voice since I knew that none of this was actually Kinsley’s fault. I was just frustrated to still not have any sort of answer. Another 24 hours of not knowing sounded terrible.  
 
    Clearly, Kinsley didn’t agree. She moved Lenny from her shoulder into her hands and strutted out of the bathroom. “Guess we just have to wait for tomorrow. No big deal.”  
 
    I was starting to learn that we had a much different idea of what was a big deal. These twenty-four hours were going to kill me.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Just like the day before, I paced once again, this time as I waited for a phone call to come through from the fertility clinic with the results of my blood test. I jumped in the air as my phone started to ring, anxiety coursing through my body from my head to my toes.  
 
    “He-hello?” I answered, clearing my throat so hopefully the next time I talked I didn’t sound so pathetic.  
 
    “Grace?” my nurse asked from the other end of the phone.  
 
    “Yes, this is Grace.”  
 
    “So, we got your blood test results. The number that came back is considered positive.” I could tell by the sound of her voice that there was a but coming so I shut my eyes and braced myself for it. “But it was very low. Anything above five is considered positive and your number was six. Normally, in a successful pregnancy, this number will be at least twenty-five.”  
 
    My head spun as I tried to wrap my mind around what she was trying to say. “So, what does that mean?”  
 
    “It could mean a few things. Sometimes it’s a sign of an ectopic pregnancy which is where the egg implants outside of the uterus. This is very rare though, so that’s doubtful. The majority of the time it means you will end up with a chemical pregnancy. Do you know what that means?”  
 
    I shook my head, then realized she couldn’t see me through the phone. “No, I don’t.”  
 
    “A chemical pregnancy is a very early miscarriage which occurs before the fifth week of gestation. It’s actually very common. Seventy-five percent of first pregnancies result in some type of miscarriage. The reason you don’t hear numbers that high when you hear about miscarriage rates is because most people who have a chemical pregnancy never realize they were pregnant. They just think their period was late. It’s the good and bad of being followed by us.”  
 
    My head was still spinning. “So, does this mean there is no chance of it being a viable pregnancy?”  
 
    “Not necessarily. Miracles have happened, and sometimes numbers shoot up after a couple of days. But I don’t want you to get your hopes up. The chances of that happening are unfortunately very low.” The nurse paused as if she was waiting for me to say something, but I had no words at this point. I thought a negative result was hard, but this was even worse. “I know this is a lot to take in. Do you have any questions for me?” 
 
    “What next?” 
“Dr. Butts wants to see you back in two days for more blood work to see what your numbers look like. Then we’ll go from there. I’m sorry I can’t give you more answers at this time.”  
 
    I think I told her it was okay. I think I said I was going to go and then squeaked out a goodbye. I honestly wasn’t sure as the phone fell out of my hands.  
 
    I’m not sure how long I stood there before a hand on my shoulder brought me back from my stupor. “Was that the fertility clinic?” she asked softly. When I nodded my head, she squeezed my shoulder. “So, it was negative?” Unable to speak, I simply shook my head. “So, it was positive?”  
 
    I shook my head again. I was sure Kinsley was probably getting frustrated, but I didn’t know what to say.  
 
    “Okay.” Kinsley drew out the word as she pulled away from me and sat down on the couch. When she patted the spot next to her, I forced myself to sit. She immediately took my hand and began to study my face. “You can explain whenever you’re ready.”  
 
    I sat in silence for another long minute, which I figured had to be even more grueling for Kinsley. When I began to speak, the words poured out of me. I repeated everything the nurse had just told me at a rapid pace, not even taking a break to breathe.  
 
    When I finally stopped, Kinsley’s eyes were wide. She blew out a breath and ran a hand across her forehead. “I’m sorry, babe. There’s no reason to get hung up on it though. All we can do is wait and see what they say in two days.” 
 
    Waiting. That seemed to be all I was doing anymore. Two days later, I found out my numbers had gone up the way they would want them to, but they still weren’t high enough to feel confident that the pregnancy would be successful. Two more days and it was the same story. Both times, they told me they expected the number to go down, but somehow it went up, giving me the slightest hope that maybe they were wrong. Maybe this would work. Another two days, when my numbers went up again, even the doctor sounded a little more optimistic of our chances.  
 
    I felt a little extra bounce in my step as I went to tell Kinsley the latest results. The bounce only lasted a few hours, until I had bleeding and the worst cramps I had ever felt. When I called the clinic, they gently told me this was the pregnancy terminating as they suspected it would. Even though I knew this was probably coming, I couldn’t stop my heart from breaking. It was all so unfair. Why did I have to feel the slightest bit of hope just to have it torn away from me?  
 
    I had to go back to the clinic every few days so they could monitor the numbers going down and the pregnancy officially terminating. I couldn’t help but feel bitter over the fact that all of this had ruined what should have been a nice week off with Kinsley. The new year came without so much as a celebration from me.  
 
    In my free period during school, I couldn’t take it anymore. Talking to Kinsley about all of this didn’t seem to be enough anymore, especially since she blew me off most of the time, reassuring me it wasn’t a big deal and it would happen when it was meant to. I took out my phone and called the person I knew I could always count on.  
 
    “Everything okay?” my mom said immediately after picking up. How did she do that? How did she always just know?  
 
    “Not really. We’ve been trying to get pregnant since September and it still hasn’t worked.”  
 
    “Aw, honey. I’m sorry. I had no idea. This is very exciting though!” 
 
    “Yeah, we weren’t telling anyone. We’ve been trying to keep it to ourselves, but it’s just gotten really hard so I had to talk to you.”  
 
    My mom was silent on the other end and I figured she was trying to figure out what to say. As I waited, a text came through from Kinsley. You told our moms?! Why the hell would you do that?!  
 
    She followed her text with a screenshot of a text from her mom that said, My baby girl is trying to become a mom?! I’m ecstatic! It will happen when it’s meant to. In the meantime, Carol and I will take care of all the planning so everything is prepared when our grandbaby decides to enter this world.  
 
    “Mom! What the heck? You told Mrs. Scott?! How did you even do it that fast?” 
 
    My mom laughed as though my question was ridiculous. “I sent her one text, honey. She needs to know. This is such an exciting time.”  
 
    I put my head in my hands and rubbed at my temples. “Well, don’t get too excited. My body doesn’t seem to be cooperating.”  
 
    “These things take time, my dear. You’re trying to make a baby. Even a perfectionist like yourself can’t control when these things happen. It’s all on God’s time.”  
 
    “Yeah, well I wish His time was now.” 
 
    My mom laughed again. “Don’t we all. Do you know how long it took me to get pregnant with you?”  
 
    “Do I want to know?”  
 
    “Two years. You made me wait, and you know what? You were totally worth it. You’re going to feel the exact same way about your baby. You can’t rush it.”  
 
    Her words were comforting and a good reminder that someday all of this trying and disappointment wouldn’t matter, but right now, it still hurt. Right now, it was still hard to look ahead and see the happy ending.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As soon as I walked in the house from work, I heard the door to Kinsley’s office open and her footsteps coming toward me. I knew what was coming before she even rounded the corner to give me her what the hell look. 
I put my hands in the air in surrender. “I know. I told my mom. I’m sorry. I’m just really struggling, Kins. I needed someone to talk to.”  
 
    Kinsley kept her arms crossed in front of her, but her face softened. “Why can’t you talk to me?”  
 
    I walked the rest of the way into the house and sat down on the couch. “You don’t like talking about things, Kinsley. You’d rather just blow it off or make a joke.”  
 
    Kinsley sat down next to me and put her hand on mine. “I know. That’s just how I handle things. It works for me. But, I realize it doesn’t work for you, and I really have been trying. That has to count for something, right?” 
 
    I moved my hand to her cheek and placed a quick kiss on her lips, such a simple gesture that I didn’t do enough lately. “It counts for everything. Really. I’m sorry I called my mom. I truly didn’t think she would tell your mom.”  
 
    Kinsley chuckled as she tilted her head. “Really?”  
 
    “Okay. I didn’t think about the fact that she would tell your mom. I should have thought about that.”  
 
    Kinsley shrugged. “It’s fine. I’ve been screening my calls all day. I can’t handle talking to my mom about this right now. Speaking of talking, Leah called me today. She was asking if you were okay. She said you guys normally text every day, but you’ve barely said anything. I didn’t even know that she had invited us over for New Year’s. You told her we couldn’t, but never even talked to me.”  
 
    “I’m trying my best,” I said in a tone that was much more defensive than I meant. “It’s hard now that she’s pregnant.”  
 
    “Well, don’t kill me, but I invited her and Liam over for dinner. They’re going to pick up Chinese for us.”  
 
    A sick feeling came over me just at the mention of seeing them. Why was I being like this? Leah was my best friend. My longest friend. I shouldn’t be acting like this. “Ugh. She’s probably going to ask why I’ve been so weird. I don’t even know what to say to her.”  
 
    Kinsley shrugged. “You could try the truth.”  
 
    “I thought you told me to fake it.”  
 
    Kinsley smirked and elbowed me in the side. “Yeah, but clearly you’re not very good at that.” She began to chuckle and added, “I’ll take the blame for that. You never have to fake it with me.”  
 
    I pushed her away as she leaned in close and wiggled her eyebrows at me. “You’re ridiculous. How do you make everything about sex?” 
 
    “What can I say? I have a one track mind around you.” She leaned back into me and began kissing my neck in a way that had my whole body heating up. “Speaking of which…”  
 
    She ran a hand down my side and up underneath my shirt, making it even harder to push her away. “Absolutely not. You invited friends over, remember? That means you need to clean up around here.”  
 
    Kinsley scowled, but followed my directions, slipping off the couch so she could get to work. When Leah and Liam knocked on the door two hours later, she had the place looking perfect.  
 
    I took a deep breath before going to answer it for them. Leah’s face lit up as soon as she saw me, making me feel even more guilty over ignoring her the past few weeks. She pulled me into a tight hug and when we parted, I noticed her slight baby bump. I wished I felt happier about it and I scolded myself for not. 
 
    Leah put a hand on my arm, bringing my thoughts away from her belly. “Could we talk while Kinsley and Liam set up for us to eat?”  
 
    Nerves coursed through my body as I swallowed hard at her request. I still nodded in agreement and led her down to my room, while Kinsley and Liam started talking about some ridiculous comedian they both loved.  
 
    “So, what’s up?” I asked as nonchalantly as possible as I closed the door behind us.  
 
    Leah tilted her head slightly as she studied my face. “You tell me. I haven’t heard from you in forever.” Leah’s words were kind instead of accusatory, probably much nicer than I actually deserved. “I’ve been worried about you. Kinsley told me about the chemical pregnancy. I was surprised you hadn’t told me.”  
 
    I looked toward the ground as I sat down on my bed. “Things have just been really hard.”  
 
    Leah sat down beside me and I could tell she was staring at me even though I refused to look up. “I understand.” Did she though? “But you know you can talk to me, right?” 
 
    I nodded my head, but even I knew it wasn’t convincing. Leah bent her head down to force me to look her in the eyes. “What’s really going on, Grace?”  
 
    I sighed and finally looked up at her, unable to stop the tears that came to my eyes. I took a deep breath as I prepared to tell her the truth. “I’m mad. I’m mad at you for getting what I’ve always wanted,” I wiped at the tears that began to fall more quickly now. “But even more, I’m mad at myself for feeling this way. I want to be so happy for you like a best friend should be, but instead I resent you. And I… I hate myself for that.” 
 
    Leah stared at me for a long time and I braced myself for the worst. Yelling, maybe tears. I deserved all of it. Much to my surprise, her arms wrapped around me instead. “It’s okay to feel that way, Grace. Heck, if I were you, I’d be pissed at me too. As surprisingly happy as I am to be pregnant, I wish my little miracle could have happened after yours.”  
 
    “Why are you being so nice to me?” I asked between sobs.  
 
    Leah laughed, her body shaking against mine. “Because I love you, Grace-face. You and Kinsley are my best friends. You’re my oldest friend. Remember when we used to play house and you always made me be the kid and you were the mom? I know you. I know how much you’ve always dreamed of this. I just want you to be happy.”  
 
    “I know you probably don’t believe me after everything I just said, but I really am happy for you and I’m going to be the best aunt ever to your baby.”  
 
    Leah pulled back and smiled widely at me. “I totally believe you. So, do you want to know what we’re having? You can be the first. Liam and I just found out and haven’t told anyone yet.”  
 
    I nodded my head enthusiastically. After our talk, I really did want to know. I wanted to support Leah the same way she was supporting me, and I refused to do anything less than that from here forward. 
 
    “It’s a…” Leah hesitated and put her hands in the air dramatically. “Boy!” 
 
    This time, it was me who pulled her into my arms. “Oh my gosh, Leah. That’s amazing. I bet Liam is so excited.” 
 
    Leah pulled back and rolled her eyes. “A little too excited. He already bought him a motorized jeep. Ridiculous.” Leah looked toward my bedroom door. “We better get out there and see what those two are getting up to. Don’t say anything about the gender though. I figure we should let Kinsley believe you guys found out at the same time.”  
 
    “Of course not. Mum’s the world.”  
 
    As soon as we walked into the living room, Kinsley lifted her beer in the air. “Cheers to a little boy!” Liam glared at Kinsley and she simply shrugged. “I guarantee Leah already told her.” 
 
    Leah put both hands in the air. “Guilty.”  
 
    Kinsley walked over to me and put an arm around my waist. “I hope you don’t mind, but I bought him a motorized Harley to go with his motorized jeep.”  
 
    Leah looked between Kinsley and Liam and rolled her eyes when they landed on mine. “Children. We married children.”  
 
    The seriousness from just a few minutes before melted away as the four of us sat down to eat dinner together and talked and joked the way we always did when we got together. It was the most relaxed I had felt in a long time, and the night passed by way too quickly. After saying goodbye to Leah and Liam, I fell back onto the couch feeling both satisfied and a little sad that the night was over.  
 
    “See what happens when you just talk things out,” Kinsley said as she sat down beside me and draped an arm over my shoulder.  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow at her as I scooted a little closer. “Are you really lecturing me about talking things out? Aren’t you the girl who hates talking?”  
 
    “I am. Hence why I said ‘see what happens when you talk things out.’ It doesn’t work for me personally, but seems to work very well for you.”  
 
    “And what works for you?”  
 
    “I like to use more physical methods,” Kinsley said as she shifted our bodies so she could position herself slightly on top of me.  
 
    My body purred as her lips met mine in a searing kiss. I didn’t hesitate to deepen the kiss as I pulled her even tighter up against me and ran my hands underneath the back of her shirt. I loved the way her body reacted to this touch, from the goosebumps that formed underneath my fingers to the way her hips instinctively pushed into mine as if she couldn’t get close enough.  
 
    As her hand grazed my stomach and started to move under the waistband of my pants, I groaned from pleasure as well as disappointment. I reluctantly took her hand and moved it from the destination I so wanted it to reach. “I still have my period,” I said in defeat.  
 
    “That’s okay,” Kinsley said with a determination to her voice that made it sound like she was competing in a sport rather than trying to have sex. “We can get creative. It’s not like we haven’t done it before.”  
 
    “Of course.” I nodded my head and tried to bring myself back to the moment, but my heart was betraying me. Before I could stop them, tears started coming to my eyes just as they had earlier with Leah. “I’m sorry,” I said softly. “I’m really sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”  
 
    Kinsley sat up and swiped her thumb across my cheek to catch my tears. “Nothing is wrong with you. Absolutely nothing.” Her face suddenly lit up. “I have an idea. Let’s play Scattergories.”  
 
    “Really? The only game of Scattergories we’ve ever played that hasn’t ended in a fight was the night you proposed.”  
 
    “Okay then. How about Mortal Kombat?”  
 
    “Well, that does sound like a good way to work off my frustrations. Okay. I’m in.”  
 
    Kinsley smiled like a little kid while she set up the Playstation and started the game. She handed me a controller and we both became laser focused as we picked our characters and prepared to fight. When we were ready to start, Kinsley broke her focus to look over at me, a cocky smirk on her face. “I told you physical methods always work for me.”  
 
    “What’s that supposed to me?”  
 
    “I wanted to play Mortal Kombat this whole time.”  
 
    “You’re telling me that you initiated sex just so you could suggest Scattergories, knowing I would reject it and we would end up playing Mortal Kombat?”  
 
    Still holding her controller in one hand, Kinsley crossed her arms in front of her chest, a smug look on her face. “Yep. Exactly.” This girl was out of her mind. 
“That’s complete bull, and you know it.”  
 
    “Guess we’ll never know for sure, will we?” Kinsley nodded her head toward the screen and before I could comprehend what was happening, she was starting our fight, leaving me completely unprepared.  
 
    “Hey, not fair,” I pouted as I struggled to gain control and put myself back in the fight. I put a hand in front of Kinsley’s face as I used my other hand to try to control my character.  
 
    “Oh, is that how it’s going to be?” Kinsley asked as she reached out a hand to tickle my side while still trying to fight me with the other hand.  
 
    And just like that, I was laughing again. I had no idea how she did it, but somehow even at the hardest moments, Kinsley found a way to make me laugh. She was right. She might not find talking to be effective, but she did have a way of getting what she wanted. Lucky for me, what she wanted was my happiness.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5: Kinsley 
 
      
 
      
 
    Even though I would never admit it to Grace, having a month off from attempting to get pregnant was really nice. The circumstances of the chemical pregnancy were terrible, but it was nice to not have to worry about the dreaded two week wait where Grace would inevitably be miserable due to nerves. The break was over now though and we were back at the clinic discussing our future options with Dr. Butts.  
 
    “We normally start looking into the idea of in vitro fertilization after three to five failed attempts. You guys have obviously had four at this point, which means it’s an option that’s on the table.” 
 
    “A much more expensive option,” I mumbled as I looked at the paperwork in front of us that broke down prices we could never afford.  
 
    “It is,” Dr. Butts said solemnly. “We do have financing options so you can pay over time, but I understand what a financial burden this can be. I will say that although it doesn’t feel like a good thing, the chemical pregnancy can be seen as a positive. Even though the pregnancy didn’t last, you did get pregnant. The IUI worked. For that reason, I don’t feel the need to push IVF on you so much. In the end, it’s up to you two.”  
 
    I looked at Grace who was nervously chewing on her nails and knew this was a decision that I was going to have to make for us. “We have two more vials left. What do you say we do two more IUI attempts, and if those are unsuccessful then we’ll take a step back and consider our options.” Grace nodded her head, but I could tell she was unsure. I reached out and grabbed her hand, not used to being the one who had to make the mature decisions, but stepping into the role as well as I could. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure it out. At least we have a plan, right?” A plan that I hoped and prayed would end in a pregnancy.  
 
    Unfortunately, it didn’t. Two more attempts. Two months of getting our hopes up just to be disappointed. Two months of snapping at each other. Two months of no sex. Even I wasn’t in the mood at this point, which was so unlike me, I worried I might have lost my mojo.  
 
    “So, what’s the plan now?” Leah asked us as we ate dinner together one night in early April. 
 
    I shrugged. “We don’t really know. Definitely taking a much needed break.” 
 
    I felt Grace’s leg start to bounce up and down beside me, and I could tell that she disagreed. “Not a long break. We obviously can’t do anything this month because we have to figure stuff out, but I’m hoping we can focus on getting more sperm and possibly starting IVF.”  
 
    I put my hand on Grace’s leg to stop it from moving. Now I was the one getting stressed out. My writing was doing well, but we weren’t rolling in money by any means. IVF seemed like something we would really need to save up for.  
 
    I could tell Grace was waiting for me to agree with her, but that wasn’t going to happen. Luckily, I didn’t have to say anything because Liam answered instead. “You said that all of your testing was normal, right? Like all of your lady parts are working perfectly?” Leah slapped Liam and gave him a warning look. “Sorry. That came across wrong. I’m just saying, if everything was good with you, maybe it’s something else. Maybe you’ve been putting too much stress on yourself. Maybe your donor’s sperm just sucked.” 
 
    Grace sighed and looked out into the distance. “Could be, but that doesn’t really matter. IVF makes our chance of getting pregnant much higher. Why throw a bunch of money into doing multiple IUIs when we could do less rounds of IVF?”  
 
    Liam looked at Leah and I could tell they were doing some weird sort of telepathic communication. When Leah nodded her head slightly, Liam looked back at us. “What I’m saying is, the offer still stands to use my sperm. I know you said that it’s expensive to do that in the clinic, but a lot of people do this sort of thing at home, right? Maybe the lack of stress will make it happen. Plus, I think we all know that my sperm works very well.”  
 
    Leah elbowed Liam in the side, but he kept smiling, clearly proud of himself for having super sperm or something. Leah glared at her husband, but smiled warmly when she focused back on us. “We just want to help you guys in any way we can. If you don’t want to do it that way, we completely understand. We just want you to know that the offer is on the table.” 
 
    Grace sat up a little straighter beside me as her leg finally stopped bouncing. “Wow, that’s really nice of you guys. Are you sure though? That’s a big commitment.”  
 
    “I just have to jack off into a cup, right? Doesn’t sound too hard to me.”  
 
    “Well, you have to be available last minute. It’s not like we can just plan a day. Plus, you have to make sure you’re okay with giving up the rights to a child that is biologically yours.” 
 
    Liam laughed and took a big sip of his beer. “Trust me, as much as the idea of having a child has grown on me, I have no interest in having more than one. Being a donor doesn’t make me a dad. Biology doesn’t mean shit. You guys are the parents, hands down.”  
 
    Grace looked at me as though my face would have all of the answers, but I was just as stunned by their offer as she was. “You’ve certainly given us a lot to think about,” she said as she turned away from me to stare down at where she was nervously picking at the top of her thumb with her pointer finger. 
 
    We were clearly both still thinking about it on the drive home, since neither of us talked the whole way. I know I was. As crazy as the idea originally seemed, it was actually perfect. It wouldn’t be nearly as stressful and if it worked, the child could grow up knowing exactly who their donor was.   
 
    “I think we should do it,” I said as soon as we walked into the house. 
 
    “Really?” Grace asked quietly. 
 
    I shrugged. “Why not? It’s worth a try.”  
 
    Grace nodded her head a few times, the pace of her nods picking up each time. “So, you don’t think we should talk about this more?”  
 
    “I mean, we can if you want. It’s really up to you what we do.” Safe. Keeping myself out of trouble. Perfect.  
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    “Okay as in yes?” 
 
    “Yes,” Grace answered, but the way she was pacing around the hallway had me less than convinced that she actually meant it. 
 
    “Okay, then. Decision made. Perfect.” 
 
    “So, we’re going with Liam? That’s the plan? We’re doing Liam?” Grace asked, without taking a breath, still pacing.  
 
    “Well, I’m definitely not doing Liam. I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t either. I figured we would use one of those home insemination kits. But if you’re in the market for ridiculously subpar sex, then go for it.” 
 
    Much to my surprise, Grace didn’t even crack a smile at my joke. “I’m serious, Kinsley. We need to make up our minds. Are we doing IVF, or are we going to do it at home with Liam? And what if that doesn’t work?”  
 
    I reached out and rubbed my hands up and down Grace’s arms. Her intensity was such a contrast to my personality, and while it drove me insane, I also found it endearing. “Calm down, babe,” I soothed. “Yes, we’ll go with Liam. That way we get to do it our way for once. Less stress. If it doesn’t end up working, we’ll go back to the clinic. No big deal.”  
 
    Instead of calming down, Grace only seemed to get more worked up. “It is a big deal, Kinsley, and I’m honestly not sure how you can still be so chill about it after half a year of trying. This is our future. It’s important. It needs to work out.” 
 
    I simply shrugged my shoulders in response. “I have no doubt that it will work out. Maybe it will be next month. Maybe it will be next year. Maybe it will be Liam’s jizz. Maybe it will be a stranger’s jizz. Maybe it will happen in the clinic. Maybe it will happen with you lying horizontal in Liam and Leah’s bed. There’s no way to know, but I’m sure it will happen exactly as it’s supposed to.” When Grace didn’t immediately respond, I wiggled my eyebrows at her. “Who knows. Maybe if we have sex enough, I could magically knock you up.”  
 
    “I don’t think it works that way.” Grace’s tone remained serious, but I could see her lips curving up into a smile.  
 
    My smile widened at her hint of one. “I’d say it’s worth a try. I’m willing to bet that it could work.” When Grace started to laugh, I moved in closer to her and wrapped my arms tightly around her back. “I’m serious. I’ll bet you that if we have sex 100 times over the next month, we can do it. It’s a lot and will require total dedication. We’ll have to call out of work and just spend our time screwing like rabbits, but I believe we can accomplish it.” 
 
    I could feel Grace’s body shaking against mine as her laughter grew. Damn, that was a good feeling for so many reasons. A feeling that I hadn’t felt in way too long. “A bet, huh?”  
 
    “Yep. If I win and you become the not-so-virgin Mary, you owe me $100.”  
 
    Grace pulled away slightly so she could look up at me. “And what if I win?”  
 
    “You win no matter what. You get 100 orgasms,” I laughed.  
 
    “Maybe… We should start trying right now.” The way Grace licked her lips as she said this immediately set my body on fire.  
 
    After going more than two months without sex, to say I was ready would be an understatement. I swept Grace up in my arms, causing her to yelp in surprise, and began to carry her up the stairs. She laughed all of the way to the bedroom until I laid her down on the bed. As I towered over her, a look of pure desire took over her face.  
 
    She reached up and pulled me down by the collar of my shirt until my body was on top of hers. My body burned with desire all the way from my head to my toes and I knew there was no way I was taking this slow. I wanted Grace and I wanted her now. Luckily, she must have felt the same way because her hands scrambled to remove my clothes. I helped her out with mine, then worked on hers as well. Clothes were tossed across the room and completely forgotten as we ravaged each other. Our lips and hands moved to any free surface we could find.  
 
    Somehow through all of our desperate fumbling, I was able to take control, licking a path down her stomach until I made it between her legs. I moaned at my first taste of her. God, it had been way too long since I tasted her last. One lick was all it took. I needed more. I dove my tongue inside of her, loving the sounds she made and the way she pushed herself into me even more. She put her hands in my hair and I let her direct me to exactly where she needed me, licking and sucking hard until she lost complete control of her body. I didn’t remove my mouth until her body gave out completely, kissing my way back up her body until we were face to face again.  
 
    Instead of saying a word, Grace surprised me by flipping us around so she was now on top. She licked her lips as she stared down at me. “My turn.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We decided not to do an attempt in April since Grace’s cycle started just a few days after we talked to Liam and Leah, so I could tell by the time her at-home test told her she was ovulating that she was itching to go.  
 
    “So, do you have my collection device?” Liam asked as our small talk died down. When Grace handed him the cup from the kit we had bought, Liam shook it in the air excitedly. “You ladies continue with your girl talk. I’ve got some really important business to attend to.”  
 
    “Need any help?” Leah asked with a slight wiggle of her eyebrows.  
 
    “You know I’d normally be all about that, but you have guests to entertain. I have some pictures that will help me out. You know which ones.” Liam laughed as he walked out of the room.  
 
    Leah shook her head as her face turned the slightest bit red. “I have no idea what he’s talking about.”  
 
    “Yes, she does,” Liam yelled from the other room.  
 
    It didn’t take very long until he was walking back out, a wide grin on his face. “I left the specimen beside the bed in the guest room. I think you’ll be very happy with my work.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at Liam as I grabbed Grace’s hand. “Let’s make a baby.”  
 
    I made a face as I stared at the cup sitting beside the bed. “I’m so gay.” I grabbed the syringe sitting next to the sperm and held it in the air, giving Grace my best flirtatious look. “Grace Harper-Scott, are you ready to make a baby with me?”  
 
    Grace laughed as she slapped me on the shoulder. “Stop! There is nothing sexy about you sticking a syringe inside of me.” 
 
    I bit my lip as I raised a seductive eyebrow. “I could make it sexy.” 
 
    “Please don’t.”  
 
    When Grace lay down on the bed, the weight of the situation finally hit me. I would be responsible for putting this potential baby inside of her. Shit. My hand shook as I filled the syringe, then moved it closer to my wife. My eyes closed and I took a deep breath as I started to insert it.  
 
    “Kinsley, what the hell?”  
 
    I jumped at the sound of Grace’s voice, which almost caused me to drop the syringe. “Shit, Grace. You can’t scare the person trying to fertilize you.”  
 
    “I can when you’re trying to fertilize me up my butthole.”  
 
    “What?”  
 
    “You hit the wrong hole, babe,” Grace said with a slight chuckle.  
 
    No. It couldn’t be. I shook my head. “No way. Kinsley Scott always hits her target. I’ve been with many women in my day, and I’ve never made that mistake.”  
 
    Grace patted my hand and looked at me like I was a small child. “There’s a first time for everything, dear. I’d just like that time to not be when you’re holding our future child in your hands.”  
 
    I nodded my head confidently and rolled up my sleeves. “Okay. I got this.” I blew out a breath and this time I did hit my target. “Now what?” 
 
    “Now I lay here with my legs propped up for about a half hour.” 
 
    “So, you want me to…?”  
 
    Grace reached out and grabbed the hand that I already had moving up her leg. “Not here, Kinsley.”  
 
    “It’s not like Leah hasn’t heard it before.” 
 
    “Ugh, don’t remind me,” Grace groaned, her face turning red in the way that I found ridiculously cute.  
 
    “What do you need from me?” 
 
    “I’m good actually. Go hang out with Leah and Liam.” Grace picked her phone up and waved it in the air. “I have Laurel Lake’s newest book to keep me company.”  
 
    “If you start feeling cold up here, turn to chapter eight, page fourteen. That will heat you right up.” I smirked as I left the room. Although my wife acted like a good girl, I knew exactly what part she was turning to. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two and a half weeks later brought the end of the school year for Grace and also her period. My wife who was normally bouncing off the walls at this time of year suddenly couldn’t be bothered to even celebrate. I wanted to support her every way possible, but the ups and downs were taking a toll on me.  
 
    As I stared at the blank document taunting me from my computer, an idea popped into my head. I closed the proof of my writer’s block and pulled up the internet instead. After a few minutes of searching and entering my credit card number more than I probably should be, I closed my computer, a satisfied feeling settling over me.  
 
    I sauntered out of my office to find Grace lying on the couch, snuggling a carton of Ben and Jerry’s. I smiled as she glared at me for stealing the ice cream away from her. “There’s no time for wallowing,” I said as I grabbed the TV controller and turned off an old episode of Pretty Little Liars. “We have bags to pack.”  
 
    “Bags to pa—? Oh no, Kinsley, what did you do?” 
 
    I smiled proudly in spite of her lack of excitement. “You know how we’ve always talked about wanting to go to LA Pride sometime?”  
 
    “Yes…” 
 
    “Well, it’s time! We’re going. And you can’t say no because I already paid for everything. Two plane tickets, two tickets to Pride, and a hotel room.” 
 
    “Kinsley, this is…” 
 
    “Awesome? Amazing? The best idea ever?” I asked, finishing Grace’s sentence.  
 
    “I was going to say crazy, but I guess those words work too.”  
 
    “So, is that a yes?” I asked as I clapped my hands together in excitement. 
 
    “Isn’t that the only option?”  
 
    “Smart girl.” I pulled the blanket off of Grace. “We seriously do have to get ready though. Our flight leaves in about 18 hours.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Have I mentioned that this is totally crazy?” Grace asked as we sat on the plane waiting for it to take off.  
 
    “Only about a million times, but like I’ve told you a million times, consider this a celebration. We’re a week away from our anniversary, plus we still need to make up for the fact that we were too wrapped up in this baby making business to properly celebrate our birthdays this past winter.”  
 
    “Have I mentioned how much I love you?” Grace took my hand in hers and lifted it up to her mouth to place a kiss along my knuckles. “Don’t you have a friend that lives in LA?”  
 
    I wracked my brain trying to figure out who she could be talking about, then snapped my fingers when it came to me. “Oh my gosh, you’re right. Rory Montgomery. Man, I haven’t talked to her in a few years.” 
 
    “You should try to get a hold of her. It would be fun to meet up with someone who knows the area.” 
 
    “Remind me to text her as soon as we land. I’m not sure if she’ll still have the same number, but that would be awesome. Rory is a ton of fun.”  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    As luck would have it, Rory did have the same number and invited us to drink at her house with some friends before heading into the city for Pride events. Our rideshare dropped us off at a cute townhouse development not far from West Hollywood that had to have cost way more than anything I could ever afford.  
 
    Before I could even knock, the door swung open and Rory walked out with her arms widespread. “Rory Montgomery! It’s great to see you,” I said as I welcomed her hug.  
 
    “It’s great to see you too. It’s actually Rory Hanson now though.”  
 
    “Oh yeah. I forget you’re all tied down now,” I said with a laugh.  
 
    “That makes two of us.” Rory turned toward Grace and put out her hand. “I’m Rory. It’s nice to meet the girl who somehow tamed this one. I never thought I’d see the day, especially after all the shit she gave me about settling down.”  
 
    Grace took Rory’s hand and wrapped her other arm around my waist. “It wasn’t easy, but it was worth it. I’m Grace, by the way.”  
 
    “So, how did you decide to take the wife’s name?” I asked as we followed Rory into the house which was somehow even nicer on the inside than it was on the outside.  
 
    “I don’t know if I’ve told you much about my dad. He tries, but even at his best he’s not winning any World’s Greatest Father awards. I’ve always been much closer to my mom, but after we moved to LA she fell madly in love with this amazing man and took his last name, so I felt no connection to my last name. Jenny’s family is amazing, so taking their name just felt right.”  
 
    “I think I just heard my name,” a pretty blonde said as she came around the corner to greet us. “I’m Rory’s wife, Jenny.”  
 
    “My better half if you will,” Rory said with a wink.  
 
    As we introduced ourselves, I noticed all of the pictures hanging on the walls, many of which included a baby. I pointed to the one that looked like a newborn photo. “You have a baby?”  
 
    “We do,” Rory said with a proud smile on her face. “Macie Rae Hanson. She just turned one last month.”  
 
    “Do you guys want to have kids?” Jenny asked with a slight tilt of her head. 
 
    I grabbed Grace’s hand and squeezed it softly, knowing what a hard topic this was for her. “We do. We’ve started the process, but it hasn’t happened yet.”  
 
    As if reading our faces, Jenny reached out and placed a hand on Grace’s arm. “Remind me to give you my number. You can text me anytime you need to talk. I know what a trying time this is. It took us two years to get pregnant with Macie. I have endometriosis though, so that made it harder.” 
 
    I could tell it wasn’t a subject they wanted to talk about on a day that should be about having fun and celebrating, so I pointed to a picture with two baby girls in it. “And who is that?” 
 
    “That is our baby girl,” a male voice exclaimed. When I looked over toward the voice, I found a tall, muscular guy with slightly shaggy blonde hair. “Her name is June, and she is actually a full sibling to Macie. It’s Jenny’s eggs and my husband, Todd’s, sperm. We used a surrogate to carry.” He put his hand on his head as he shook it. “And here I am rambling without even introducing myself. I’m Ryan Wright.”  
 
    “And I’m his husband, Todd Wright,” a brunette male said as he sidled up beside him.  
 
    “So, where are the kids today?” Grace asked as she looked around the house as though she was hoping they were just hiding and going to pop out any second. 
 
    “My mom and stepdad are watching them through the night. We are going to pick them up before the parade tomorrow so they can come along,” Rory answered, her face showing a look of relief that I could tell she was trying to hide. 
 
    “So, that means it’s parents’ night out?” I asked, a slight raise to my eyebrows.  
 
    “Hell yeah!” Rory said as she put her hand in the air for a high five. 
 
    I met her hand with mine and used my other hand to pull out the bottle of vodka we brought along. “Let’s get this party started!” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Rory’s new adventure into motherhood certainly hadn’t dampened her party skills at all, and by the time we made it to the Pride festival, I was sufficiently drunk.  
 
    “Whoa. Thisss isss sso much cooler than Philly Pride.” The way Grace slurred her words told me she was just as drunk as me.  
 
    I laughed and wrapped an arm around her waist as we stumbled into the festival together. As I took in my surroundings, I realized Grace was right. LA Pride was no joke. There were multiple stages with people performing and way more booths to explore than in Philadelphia. I dragged Grace over to a stand where they were selling alcoholic slushies and ordered us each one even though we clearly didn’t need them.  
 
    We then joined the rest of the group in a grassy area where someone who I didn’t recognize was performing. Todd grabbed Ryan’s hand at the same time Rory grabbed Jenny’s and the couples began to dance together, all four of them laughing hysterically as they stumbled around tripping over each other’s feet.  
 
    I smiled over at Grace who smiled back at me as she slowly sipped from her drink. I wanted to grab her hand and dance with her, but something was holding me back. Something didn’t feel right. Things were great right now. We had an awesome day. So, how had I gotten to the point where I wasn’t one hundred percent comfortable with my wife? Why?  
 
    I looked away as tears started to sting at my eyes. God, Kinsley, get a hold of yourself. This is ridiculous. I stared into the cup I was holding in front of me. Stupid alcohol.  
 
    I was shocked back to reality by the feeling of a hand on my arm. I felt goosebumps rise on my skin as Grace leaned in close to whisper in my ear. “Can I have this dance?”  
 
    A smile sprang back to my face as she grabbed my hand and twirled me around, and I laughed as she pulled me closer to her. Looking into her eyes as we danced closely made me forget all of my worries from just a second before. Things might not be perfect for us, but I was going to cherish perfect moments like this.  
 
    Our moment was broken up by the feeling of my phone vibrating in my pocket. I pushed the ignore button and continued to dance with Grace. When my phone immediately started to ring again, I pulled it out of my pocket and immediately picked up without even looking to see who was calling, worried it might be an emergency.  
 
    “He-hello?”  
 
    “Guess what? I’m a dad!”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 6: Grace  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Leah had the baby? Shit! That’s awesome! Congrats, dude!” Kinsley shouted into her phone.  
 
    “Is that Liam?” I asked as I tried to grab for the phone, too excited (and drunk) to care that I was being rude.  
 
    Kinsley turned away from me, the phone clutched close to her ear. “I’m so freaking happy for you.” Pause. “Yes, I’m super drunk.” Pause. “She is too.” Kinsley turned back to me and laughed when she found me impatiently tapping my foot. “No, it’s fine. She wants to talk to you.”  
 
    Kinsley handed me the phone and I fumbled with it for a minute before bringing it up to my ear. “Liam?”  
 
    “Nope. Leah. Your oldest, bestest friend. Sorry to disappoint you.”  
 
    I shook my head as if she would somehow be able to see it through the phone. “Oh my God, absolutely not. I’m so excited to talk to you. How are you feeling? How is the baby? What’s his name? How big is he? How much does he weigh?”  
 
    “Slow down, drunkie,” Leah said with a laugh. “Me and Brody Liam Hughes are doing great. He is seven pounds, nine ounces, and twenty inches long. He’s beautiful, Grace. I’ll send you a picture.” Leah hesitated, then added, “How are you? Are you okay?”  
 
    “I’m great, Leah. I’m super happy for you guys. I mean it.” I really did. I wasn’t sure how I would feel when this moment came, but now that it was here, I felt nothing but elation for Leah and Liam and their new family.  
 
    “Well, Liam wants me to tell you that he’s ready for another attempt. He’s not going to let his new duties keep him from baby-making duties. It’s going to happen, Grace. I promise. And when it does, it will all be worth it. This is the greatest day of my life, and I know it will mean a thousand times more to you.”  
 
    I wiped the few stray tears that began to fall away from my eyes. I knew Leah was right. I just had to find a way to remember that, even when things got hard. More tears came to my eyes, and I shook my head. “Okay. I really appreciate your pep talk, but you need to stop now. I’m way too drunk for you to be super sentimental.”  
 
    “Now you sound like Kinsley,” Leah answered with a laugh.  
 
    “Yeah, except I’m going to bawl like a fool in front of everyone celebrating Pride. Kinsley wouldn’t be caught dead doing that.”  
 
    “Aw, come on, haven’t you learned by now that Kinsley is just a big softie?”  
 
    I looked over at my wife who was now laughing about something with Rory while moving her drink around animatedly between taking big sips. She really was a softie though. Just a few minutes ago, I had caught her trying to hide the tears that had come to her eyes. I knew better than to push it at the time, but I made a mental note to ask her about it later when we weren’t both so drunk. It broke my heart to see, and I was willing to do anything to make it better.  
 
    “Hello? One mention of your wife and you get yourself all distracted mooning over her? Best friend here.”  
 
    “Sorry, Leah,” I apologized as I was snapped back to our conversation.  
 
    “No worries. I need to go feed my baby boy anyway, so I’ll talk to you later. Love you guys! Give Kinsley a big kiss for me.”  
 
    “Give Brody one for me. Love you!” After hanging up the phone, I put an arm around Kinsley and placed a sloppy kiss on her cheek.  
 
    “What was that for?” Kinsley asked as she lifted one eyebrow and gave me a flirtatious grin.  
 
    “That was from Leah.”  
 
    Kinsley’s smile dropped into a pout. “Not as exciting.” 
 
    I grabbed her cheeks and pulled her face close so I could crash our lips together, my body immediately heating up as our tongues met and Kinsley wrapped her arms around my waist to pull me closer. I made sure to pull back before I got too carried away so we wouldn’t be one of those couples.  
 
    “Was that from Leah too?” Kinsley asked with a sly grin.  
 
    “That was all me,” I answered with a wink.  
 
    “Stop being so adorable,” Rory yelled back at us.  
 
    We joined the group and spent the next few hours exploring the Pride festival before we went back to Rory and Jenny’s house to freshen up.  
 
    Once we felt fresh, and still way too drunk, we went back into West Hollywood to a bar known as The Abbey. I had seen the bar on TV a few times, but that didn’t do it justice. It was like every gay bar in Philly, only bigger and better.  
 
    “We need to take a picture of us doing shots for baby Brody,” Kinsley shouted as she grabbed my hand and dragged me toward the bar.  
 
    “I really shouldn’t drink anything else,” I said as I sidled up next to Kinsley at the bar, but it was too late. She was already ordering shots for all six of us.  
 
    She handed the shots to each of us, then held her phone up in the air with one hand and the shot in the other, motioning for us to come in close. We posed with our shots in the air while she took the picture, then I cringed as I forced it down. “No more,” I said as I slammed my glass back down on the bar.  
 
    “Totally agree,” Kinsley said as she took my hand. “No more drinking. Just dancing.”  
 
    As we danced the night away, I kept finding myself watching Rory and Jenny together. They acted more like a couple that had just started dating than one that was now married with a child.  
 
    When we were leaving the bar for the night, I linked my arm with Jenny’s as though we were old friends. “So, what’s your secret?”  
 
    “To my fantastic hair or my impeccable style?” Jenny asked with a light laugh.  
 
    “Well, I would like to know both of those, but right now I’m talking about your relationship. Together for years, married with a baby, and still acting like two teens who are madly in love for the first time.” 
 
    Jenny looked over to where Rory and Kinsley were goofing off together and a smile lit up her whole face. “My secret. Good question. The answer is that there is no secret. You just never give up. Even when times are hard. Even when they drive you up a freaking wall. You wake up every day and remind yourself why you love them. Some days are much easier than others, trust me. Some days you wake up and just watching that person breathe as they lay next to you is enough to send your heart a flutter. Other days, you wake up and are still stewing from something they did the night before. That’s when you think about the little thing they did to make you smile the other day or how much they can make you laugh, even when you don’t want to.”  
 
    Now I moved my gaze over to Rory and Kinsley, focusing on my wife moving her hands around in excitement as she told a story, one that I assumed was probably about Lenny. Her eyes met mine, and she smiled in that Kinsley way that always got to me. The smile that told me how much she loved me. Coming from Kinsley, that smile was worth a thousand words. And that was one of the reasons I loved her. The fact that she loved me in spite of her fears and insecurities and all the things she tried to hide from everyone else, but showed to me. She opened up to me in a way she wouldn’t dare open up to anyone else, showing me a part of her that was reserved just for me, and that’s why I adored her.  
 
    That’s also why I vowed to make her talk to me about what I had seen earlier, even though I knew she would moan and groan over it. So, after saying our goodbyes, getting a rideshare back to our hotel, and putting on pajamas, I patted the spot on the bed next to me and pulled her close when she laid down.  
 
    I ran a hand through her hair as I thought about how to begin the conversation. “I saw you crying earlier when we were at the festival. I know you were trying to hide it, but I noticed.”  
 
    Kinsley went rigid as she pulled away from me slightly, only getting so far since I had my arms wrapped tightly around her. “I wasn’t crying.”  
 
    “Come on, Kins. How long have I known you? You can’t pull that with me.”  
 
    I felt Kinsley relax a little as she started to chuckle. “I don’t think I ever could.”  
 
    “True, so why don’t you tell me what’s up?”  
 
    Kinsley shook her head. “It’s nothing. I don’t want to stress you out. We’re having a nice time. It’s not worth ruining the mood.”  
 
    “Does it have to do with us?”  
 
    Kinsley looked away and I could tell she was trying to blink away tears again. When I forced her to look back at me, a few fell from her eyes and she sighed in defeat. “I just don’t like how hard things are right now. It’s like we have to work to be happy.”  
 
    “I know, sweetie. Unfortunately, relationships are work.”  
 
    “Is it supposed to be this hard though?” Kinsley looked so small and scared as she asked the question that it broke my heart. It made me want to promise her that things would be perfect from here on out, but I knew that would be a lie. Life would never be perfect no matter how hard we tried to make it. Kinsley had been the one to teach me that.  
 
    “I think sometimes it is,” I answered honestly. “I think sometimes we have to go through shit to come out even stronger on the other side.”  
 
    “Now you sound like me,” Kinsley said with another laugh that made my heart swell.  
 
    “I guess you’re rubbing off on me.” When I saw the slight lift of Kinsley’s eyebrow, I couldn’t help but laugh. I put a hand on her chest to playfully push her away. “And no, that doesn’t mean I want you to rub off on me right now.”  
 
    Kinsley’s mouth turned into a pout. “How did you know I was going to say that?”  
 
    “Because I know you,” I said before leaning in to place a quick kiss on the tip of her nose. When I pulled back, I looked deep into her eyes, relishing the feeling of being completely connected with the woman I love. “I hope you know how much I love you. I’m sorry that things have been weird and hard lately. I know most of that is on me. I do love you though. I love you so much. I might be fighting with you a lot, but I want you to know that I’m also never going to stop fighting for you. Fighting for us.”  
 
    “Promise?” Kinsley’s voice was soft and more vulnerable than usual, making me want to wrap her up in the tightest hug and never let go.  
 
    “I promise. You’re everything to me. You always have been and you always will be.”  
 
    “Even when I’m being an asshole?”  
 
    “Even when you’re the biggest asshole.”  
 
    A smile grew on Kinsley’s face as she stared back at me, studying my face in a way that made my whole body feel like it was taking flight. “Let’s go to Disneyland on Monday.”  
 
    “What?” Not exactly the words I expected to hear. 
 
    “We don’t fly out until Tuesday so we have the whole day on Monday to do what we want. I know we talked about exploring LA, but let’s do Disney instead. I think we both deserve to act like kids again.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, after another day spent showing our Pride, I smiled and grabbed Kinsley's hand as we walked into the happiest place on earth. I had been to Disney World once when I was really young and one more time as a teenager, but that was years ago.  
 
    I looked at Kinsley whose eyes lit up like a little kid as she took in her surroundings. Her smile grew as our eyes met. “How awesome is this? We’re in freaking Disney. Do you think they have any chinchilla-sized shirts? I have to get Lenny something. He will never forgive me if I don’t.”  
 
    I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at Kinsley. “I don’t think they make chinchilla shirts, babe. Maybe you could get him a little toy.”  
 
    Kinsley rubbed a hand over her chin as she shook her head, her face much too serious for the topic of conversation. “He’s gotta be careful with toys. It wouldn’t be safe for him. Do you think they’d make him a custom hat? He loves wearing hats.”  
 
    I tried to keep myself from laughing since I knew that Kinsley was dead serious. “How about this? Let’s just enjoy Disney today, and tomorrow I’ll see if I can get someone on Etsy to make a custom Mickey Mouse hat.”  
 
    “With the ears?” 
 
    This time, I couldn’t stop myself from giggling. “Yes, honey. With the ears.”  
 
    This answer seemed to satisfy Kinsley, and we were able to spend the day going on rides instead of scouring the gift shops for a worthy chinchilla gift. By the time the sun was setting, we could barely stand anymore, exhaustion getting the best of us.  
 
    “I have a proposition. What do you say we grab a turkey leg and a churro and then find a place to sit and eat them where we’ll be able to see the fireworks?” Kinsley asked, a long yawn following her question.  
 
    “I think that sounds like a great idea.”  
 
    And it certainly was. We both moaned as we bit into the turkey leg, juice running down our faces from the meat. “This is extremely sexy,” I said with a laugh as I used a napkin to clean up.  
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not going to lie. I’m kind of turned on right now.” 
 
    “You’re turned on from eating a turkey leg?” 
 
    “No. I’m turned on by watching you eat a turkey leg.”  
 
    “You make no sense,” I said as I shoved my shoulder into Kinsley’s.  
 
    “I make perfect sense. The way you're moaning with stuff all over your face reminds me of—” 
 
    I slapped a hand over Kinsley’s mouth before she could say anything else. “Two words. Family establishment.”  
 
    “I was just going to say that it reminds me of the time I took you out to that Brazilian steakhouse on our first date. You’re the one with your mind in the gutter.”  
 
    I lifted an eyebrow. “I don’t believe you one bit, but I’ll let it slide since it still makes me happy to hear you admit that was our first date.”  
 
    “Unless you want to count the night we went to the club, since you know…” Kinsley wiggled her eyebrows instead of finishing.  
 
    I blatantly rolled my eyes at her. “And she’s back.”  
 
    Kinsley shrugged. “Didn’t want to let you down by being too sentimental.”  
 
    I smiled to myself as the girl who refused to be too sentimental put an arm around my waist and pulled me closer as soon as the fireworks started, squeezing me tighter every time they said something about dreams coming true.  
 
    I found my eyes drifting over to Kinsley multiple times during the show, finding it hard to focus on anything but her. I pictured us coming back to Disney once we had kids, Kinsley hoisting one on her shoulders so they could see the show better. I could picture the way our son or daughter would lean down and rest their tiny head on top of Kinsley’s, clearly adoring her just as much as I do.  
 
    Kinsley caught me staring and gave me a questioning look. “What are you thinking about?”  
 
    “Just how perfect this is and how much I’m enjoying being here with you.”  
 
    Kinsley squeezed my side and placed a kiss on my temple. “I hope it stays like this forever.”  
 
    Me too. I hoped and prayed that the magic of the night would carry us through these next few months. That this would be a turning point for us. The point when the hardships ended and we came out stronger. I was ready for that.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    To think that real life could feel anywhere close to vacation life was a complete fantasy. That became obvious as soon as we were home. Things were definitely better than they had been but they were still far from easy. 
 
    When we got to Liam and Leah’s house for the fifth time in two weeks, this time for business rather than to visit their perfect son, my anxiety was back to being crippling and Kinsley was back to infuriating nonchalance. She made faces at Brody and played a one-sided game of peek-a-boo as we waited for Liam to come out and tell us the specimen was ready for us. Even though it was cute watching her interact with a baby, I couldn’t even enjoy it since my focus was on this attempt and how much I wanted it to work.  
 
    “Here we go. Attempt number eight,” I said with a sigh as I lay down on the bed and waited for Kinsley to prepare the syringe.  
 
    Kinsley let out a low whistle as she tapped on the side of the syringe. “That many, huh?”  
 
    She seriously didn’t know? I almost started to argue about how she wasn’t taking this seriously enough, but then remembered our talk from vacation. The last thing I wanted was to see the same hurt I saw on Kinsley’s face that night.  
 
    One of the things you love about her is how she balances you out, no matter how much her attitude annoys you at times, I reminded myself.  
 
    “All done. Eighth time’s a charm.” Kinsley wiped her hands on her shorts, then walked out of the room without saying another word, almost like she was Dr. Butts instead of my wife. 
 
    The whole interaction was weird and left a strange feeling in the pit of my stomach. Luckily, things quickly got back to normal, staying that way throughout our two week wait. The negative pregnancy test and the arrival of my period the next day didn’t even seem to have the same effect on me, disappointment becoming normal and expected at this point.  
 
    Kinsley and I were able to keep things normal and happy between us, awkwardness only arising when we had our next attempt and for a brief moment when that attempt ended up in another inevitable failure.  
 
    “So, I just found out I have to go away for work from August sixteenth to the nineteenth,” Liam informed us one night over dinner. “I really hope that doesn’t end up interfering with your next attempt.”  
 
    “No big deal,” Kinsley said with a wave of her fork. “If we can’t do it this month, we can’t do it. Not your fault.”  
 
    I knew she was right about it not being his fault, but I didn’t agree that it was no big deal and couldn’t help but feel annoyed at her for not being worried that this could push us back another month.  
 
    “Is it possible to store the sperm if I get the next sample ready for you early?” Liam asked, his caring voice interrupting my thoughts.  
 
    I shook my head. “It’s not, but don’t worry about it. Seriously. It’s not your fault at all. You’re doing us a big favor by doing this in the first place.”  
 
    “I still feel bad,” Liam said with a shrug. “I’m all yours up until the time I leave. Even if you need to come over an hour before I leave for the airport, I’m in.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I thought Liam might rescind his offer when I called the morning of his trip after I finally got a positive ovulation test, but he didn’t.  
 
    “Nothing like a good old fashioned personal hand job to get me through a long flight,” Liam joked as he answered the door for me.  
 
    “And you’re sure you have the time for this?” I asked for about the thousandth time as we walked into the house.  
 
    “We have about twenty minutes until we have to leave, but I can definitely make it work. No worries.” Liam winked at me, then grabbed the sterile container from my hand.  
 
    Leah rushed into the hallway and gave us each a quick hug, her face flushed. “Sorry. I don’t want to ignore you guys, but I’m trying to get everything together. I have to drive Liam to the airport, and then I’m going to my parent’s house for the day so they can spend time with Brody. Getting a husband and a baby ready is not easy, and now I’m trying to find our keys so you guys can stick around as long as you need and just lock up when you leave.”  
 
    Before we could respond, Leah whisked back out of the room. Kinsley and I took a seat on the couch as we watched Leah run around the house. “Anything we can do to help?” I asked.  
 
    “No. I’m just pissed off that I can’t find this stupid key.”  
 
    “Don’t worry about the key,” Kinsley said from beside me. “We’ll just leave when you guys do.” She looked toward me. “The sperm should be okay for the drive home, right?”  
 
    “Yeah,” I answered hesitantly. It supposedly would be okay, but I was worried about making it sit any longer than it had to since we didn’t have any luck even when it was completely fresh.  
 
    “Are you sure?” Leah asked as she continued to search the house.  
 
    “Positive,” Kinsley said calmly. “Once Liam is done, we’ll get out of your hair.”  
 
    “Did I just hear my name?” Liam said cheerfully as he walked back into the room.  
 
    “Yeah, we’re going to take your sperm and head out. We don’t want to get in the way here,” Kinsley answered before I could say anything.  
 
    “Oh. Are you sure?” Liam asked, repeating Leah’s question from just a moment before.  
 
    “One hundred percent.” Kinsley jumped from the couch and walked up the stairs, coming back just a moment later with the container of sperm in her hand. “Let’s go, Grace.”  
 
    Before I could even think about arguing, she took my hand and was dragging me out the door. “Sorry about that,” she said once we were in the car. “I could just tell how stressed they were, and I didn’t want to make it worse.”  
 
    “And you can't tell how stressed I am?” I snapped, surprising even myself.  
 
    Kinsley furrowed her eyebrows as she looked behind her to back out of the driveway. “What is that supposed to mean?” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, Kinsley. You didn’t even ask me how I felt before dragging me out of there.” I knew I was being irrational, but I was too overwhelmed to care. This had all become way too stressful for me.  
 
    “I was just trying to be nice, Grace.” Kinsley didn’t try to hide the annoyance in her voice as she stared straight ahead at the road.  
 
    We rode in silence for what felt like forever, but in reality it was about ten minutes. “I’m just worried it’s not going to work by the time we get home,” I said when I could no longer handle the silence.  
 
    “We’ll be home in like twenty-five minutes. I’m sure it will be fine.” When I didn’t say anything, Kinsley sighed. “What do you want me to do, Grace? Pull off on the side of the road and inseminate you in the back of the car?”  
 
    “Yes! Can we do that?” I asked, clearly not using the rational part of my brain.  
 
    Kinsley chuckled. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    “No, actually. That’s a great idea.”  
 
    Kinsley rolled her eyes, but still found a secluded spot to pull over and pointed toward the back of the car. “Okay. Let’s do this.”  
 
    Neither of us talked as we crawled in the back and I pulled down my pants. Kinsley shook her head and said something under her breath that I couldn’t decipher as she prepared the syringe. She wasted no time inserting it inside of me then crawling back into the front seat and continuing to drive. I stayed in the back with my legs propped up, not daring to speak.  
 
    When we got back to our house, Kinsley turned off the car and got out without saying a word to me. I quickly sat up and got out, hurrying after her. “What is your problem?” I asked as soon as we were inside the house.  
 
    “What is my problem? Seriously, Grace? You’re acting crazy right now.” Kinsley threw her hands in the air and walked away from me.  
 
    I followed after her, staying right on her heels. “I’m acting crazy? I am? At least I care about this process. At least I care about having a baby and starting a family. You act like it’s no big deal if it never happens.”  
 
    Kinsley came to an abrupt stop, paused for a moment, then turned around, her face ablaze with anger. “Maybe I don’t care, Grace. Maybe this isn’t even what I want. Who knows. Maybe I don’t want kids at all. Did you ever stop to think about that?” I opened my mouth, but no words would come out because I was so shocked. Kinsley shook her head. “Of course not. Because you never once asked me what I wanted. You just made me go along for the ride, and now look at us.”  
 
    I had no idea where this was coming from. Never once in our time as a couple did Kinsley even hint at the fact that she might not want kids. I tried to think back on our wedding night, which seemed like decades ago at this point, and I was pretty sure that she was the one who said let’s do this. Sure, I brought it up, but that didn’t mean that I forced her into anything. Had I?  
 
    This was all too much to comprehend. I was hurt and scared, and I couldn’t take it anymore. “I need some space, Kinsley.”  
 
    Kinsley’s face softened a bit, and she tried to reach out toward me. “Grace, I—” 
 
    I shook my head. “You’ve said enough, Kinsley, and I just need some time to process all of it.” I turned away from her and wiped at the tears that had begun to pour from my eyes. “Sorry. I just need time.”  
 
    I walked upstairs, without any real plan in mind, but soon I had a suitcase out and was mindlessly throwing clothes and other essentials into it as I continued to cry. All of the emotions from the past year, all of the hurt, all of the things Kinsley and I both left unsaid, they all came at me in full force, piling on top of me with an extra weight that I just couldn’t handle. I watched the door, secretly hoping Kinsley would come in and ask me to stop. But she didn’t.  
 
    When I walked downstairs dragging my bag behind me and stopped in the living room where she was now sitting and watching TV, she simply looked over and calmly asked, “Where are you going?”  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answered truthfully.  
 
    “Can you at least let me know when you get there so I know you’re safe?”  
 
    Nothing else. No begging me to stay. No tears. No more questions. Kinsley just stared at the TV, no longer even acknowledging that I was in the room. I waited another minute, then turned to leave when I realized I wasn’t going to get anything from her.  
 
    When I got into my car after throwing my bag into the backseat, I just sat there. I had no idea what I was going to do or where I was going to go. All I knew was that I was completely and utterly heartbroken.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7: Kinsley  
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m going to pick up an early dinner, then head over to Leah’s house. She should be home by the time I get there. She said it’s okay if I stay there for a while. 
 
    I stared at my phone, not believing the words I was reading in front of me. I couldn’t believe Grace would just leave. That’s not her. She’s the one who forces me to stay. She’s the one who makes me talk things out even when I don’t want to. She’s not the one who walks away when things get hard.  
 
    I knew it was partially my fault for what I had said to her in the heat of the moment, but I couldn’t fully take the blame since I was still so mad at her for how she was acting. I was mad at her for letting things fall apart. I was pissed that she had let the last year, our first year of marriage, become so negative, even when I tried my damndest to keep things happy. To keep us happy. To keep her happy. And it was all for what? Nothing apparently. Nothing at all.  
 
    I contemplated calling Leah, but I wasn’t sure what good that would do. She would tell me the same thing she was probably telling Grace—that we needed to work this out. But that wasn’t up to me. I wasn’t the one who left. Instead, I lay back down on the couch and closed my eyes, hoping I would wake up to find out this was all just one really bad dream.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    One week later, I was pretty sure this wasn’t just a dream, even if it did feel like one long, never-ending nightmare. Like most days, I sat staring at my phone and waiting for Grace to text. I knew she probably would. She already had a few times over the past week. It was nothing big, but I lived for the moments that I would see her name pop up on my phone. Normally, it was just a text telling me she was okay and asking how I was doing.  
 
    In true Kinsley fashion, I always lied and told her I was fine. I didn’t tell her that it felt like my heart had been ripped out of my chest. I didn’t tell her how I cried myself to sleep every night as I looked at the spot where she normally slept. I didn’t tell her that I would sometimes put my nose up to her pillow just so I could smell her and pretend she was there. I definitely didn’t tell her that the moment she turned around and walked out of the house might have been the worst moment of my entire life.  
 
    I wasn’t naive enough to believe she was never coming back. Grace wouldn’t do that. She promised to fight for me, and I knew she always would. I just hated that she had gotten to the point where she felt her only option was to walk away. To get “space” as she called it. I hated that my words had done that to her. That I had somehow pushed her to that point.  
 
    At the same time, even though it was far outweighed by my sadness, I was still mad at her. She couldn’t claim that she was the easiest person to live with this past year, and I stuck by her through it all. Yet, with a few dumb words, she had walked away from me.  
 
    I jumped when I saw Grace’s name pop up on my phone. My hand shook as I moved my fingers to open the text. My heart beat rapidly and I swore I could feel my pulse beating in my hands.  
 
    I love you.  
 
    That’s it. Those were the only words she sent. I sat staring at the phone, waiting to see if there was anything else that would follow, but after five minutes of mindless staring, I realized that was it. Not that it was it in the sense that it wasn’t meaningful. That was the first time she had said those words all week and just the sight of them had my heart swelling. Three simple words were enough to start to mend all of the pain I was feeling.  
 
    The screen became blurry as tears once again began to fall from my eyes. God, what was wrong with me? I knew I had become more emotional since being with Grace, but this was ridiculous. I didn’t seem to have any control over my emotions anymore, and I absolutely hated it.  
 
    I wiped my eyes and stared at the screen, wondering what I should say. Should I tell her how much I miss her? How I can’t even complete simple daily tasks without her? That I feel like I’m falling from a cliff about to hit rock bottom and she is the only person who could possibly save me?  
 
    No. I couldn’t tell her any of that. I needed to maintain some level of control, and this was the only way I knew how. She walked away from me, so it was up to her to walk back. I love you too.  
 
    I closed my heavy eyes and drifted off to sleep, a mid-afternoon nap now completely normal in my daily routine. After who knows how long, I was awoken by the sound of my phone ringing. I fumbled with it and ended up dropping it on the floor as I tried to pick it up. When I finally found it, it had stopped ringing.  
 
    I was disappointed to see Leah’s name on the screen instead of Grace’s and locked it back up. Unfortunately, Leah wasn’t one to give up that easily and immediately began calling me back.  
 
    I groaned as I brought the phone up to my ear. “Hello?”  
 
    “You need to stop being so stubborn.”  
 
    “Hey, Leah! I’m doing well. Thanks for asking.”  
 
    “Oh stop. You know we don’t mess around with social niceties. I’m calling because I’m on a mission, and that mission is to stop you from being so goddamn stubborn all the damn time.”  
 
    “That’s not the way a mother of a young baby should be speaking,” I answered with a laugh that came across much more fake than I intended.  
 
    “I wish you could see me rolling my eyes right now because that’s exactly what I’m doing. Stop being an asshole.”  
 
    Nope. Wasn’t dealing with this. This was not on me. “I’m not sure why you’re talking to me right now. Why don’t you talk to your house guest? You know, the one who walked out on me.” 
 
    Leah sighed loudly as if my words were annoying rather than true. “Trust me, I have been. Why do you think I haven’t been calling you like crazy? I’ve been coming down on Grace even harder than I am on you right now. I just don’t know why you won’t budge when she’s finally trying. She’s been locked in the guest room crying ever since you ignored her offer to meet up. It’s been hours, Kinsley. At least say something.”  
 
    I quickly opened up my text messages, surprised to find one from Grace that must have been sent right after I dozed off, which I could now see was indeed hours ago. Any chance you’d be up for getting dinner with me tonight? I really want to talk. An hour later, she had sent another text. We could go to that new Mexican restaurant we keep talking about trying.  
 
    “Shit, Leah, I just now saw that text. I was asleep when she sent it. Honest to God.”  
 
    “So, I’d like to start by apologizing for calling you an asshole. My bad. You’re not an asshole.” Leah laughed playfully. “At least not in this instance.”  
 
    I wanted to laugh along with her, but my throat and mouth were dry over the shock from reading Grace’s words. “Leah, I… I have to go. I need to talk to Grace.” My heart clenched as I thought about her crying alone, her heart heavy with worry that I was ignoring her.  
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No?”  
 
    “Let me take her my phone. I’m not letting you idiots mess this up.” I could hear Leah’s footsteps on her hardwood floor then the sound of the creaking of her stairs as she walked up them. Then I heard a knock and whispered voices that I couldn’t make out no matter how hard I tried.  
 
    “Hello?”  
 
    The sound of Grace’s voice was like music to my ears. I couldn’t stop the smile that came to my face in spite of the anxiety I felt over this conversation. “Grace.” I pushed out her name in a breathless whisper. I knew I had to say more, but I was finding it impossible to form words. “I… I just saw your text. I’m s-sorry.” Come on, Kinsley, don’t cry again. Not now.  
 
    “You didn’t see it before?” Grace’s words were barely audible and I could tell by her tone that she was also trying not to cry.  
 
    “No. I fell asleep.”  
 
    “Oh.”  
 
    I could tell exactly what she was thinking. That my nap meant that I didn’t care. I wasn’t worried about her or us and could just ignore everything going on. She didn’t know I had to nap because of how emotionally exhausted I was. I should have told her that. I knew I should. “So, dinner?”  
 
    “You really want to go?” Grace asked, her voice perking up a bit.  
 
    “Of course. I’ve been dying to try that Mexican place.” Don’t be that way. Tell her the truth. “And I… miss you.”  
 
    “Great. Meet you there at seven?”  
 
    “Sounds great.”  
 
    Finally seeing Grace after a week actually did sound great. Meeting her there did not. I shouldn’t be meeting my wife anywhere. We should be together. These thoughts continued to circulate through my head as I got ready. We should have been getting ready together. I should have been able to ask her about my outfit and laugh when she yelled at me for not being ready yet. I should have been able to hold her hand while walking to the car and open her car door… Wait, when was the last time I opened her car door? I sighed to myself. I knew exactly how long it had been. Too long. Way too long.  
 
    I shook these thoughts from my head because I had more important things to focus on, like what I was going to wear. I wanted to look nice for Grace without appearing like I was trying too hard, even though that’s exactly what I was doing. I settled on a pair of khaki shorts, a blue short sleeve button-up shirt that I knew would bring out the color of my eyes, and the boat shoes that Grace always told me how much she loved.  
 
    When I pulled up to the restaurant, I wasn’t surprised to already find Grace’s car parked in the parking lot. I parked beside it and found it empty, another fact that didn’t surprise me since I knew she had made a reservation and always had to show up to anything scheduled fifteen minutes early.  
 
    I took a deep breath, then walked into the restaurant, my breath catching in my throat when I caught my first sight of Grace. She was sitting at a high-top table and was wearing a green polo shirt that I always complimented her on since I loved the way it brought out her eyes. As if sensing my presence, she looked up at me, her lips quirking up into the slightest smile when our eyes met.  
 
    When I walked up to the table, her eyes landed on my feet. “Nice shoes.”  
 
    “Nice shirt.”  
 
    We smiled at each other knowingly, no words needed at that moment. I continued to stand there staring at her until I heard a throat clear behind me.  
 
    “Sorry, Miss, I was just wondering if I could get you a drink.”  
 
    “Margarita, please.”  
 
    “So, it’s one of those nights?” Grace teased as I sat down across from her.  
 
    “It’s been a long week.”  
 
    “I’m sorry, Kins. I’m not trying to hurt you.” Grace’s voice was sweet and I knew she was telling the truth.  
 
    I reached across the table and grabbed Grace’s hand, happy to find that she allowed it. “Listen, Grace, about what I said…”  
 
    Grace cut me off with a shake of her head. “I don’t want to talk about that. I actually don’t want to talk about anything we’ve said or the things we’ve left unsaid or even how we’re feeling. I know that’s so unlike me, and I’m so so sorry. I’m just tired, Kinsley. I’m so tired.”  
 
    Her words made me feel a  mixture of confusion, hurt, and if I was being honest, a little bit of relief. “But if you don’t want to talk, why did you ask me here?”  
 
    Grace squeezed my hand and stared into my eyes in that way that only she could. The look that told me she could see right through me. The look that always had the power to excite and scare me all at once. “Because I miss you. I’ve missed you so much this week that I can hardly stand it.”  
 
    “Then come home.”  
 
    I was surprised when Grace shook her head. “I can’t. I think we need this time. Things have been so up and down for so long now, and I think we both need to really think about what it is we need. That way, when we do talk, we can finally get everything out and hopefully things will actually be solved this time.”  
 
    “But when are things actually solved in life, Grace?” I made air quotes when I said the word solved, feeling annoyed at her perspective. “It’s always going to be something. Happily ever after doesn’t exist. Life is hard. It’s always going to be hard.”  
 
    “But it shouldn’t be this hard, Kinsley. Even you admitted that when we were in LA.”  
 
    She was right. I knew she was. But that didn’t stop the pain I felt from hearing her say that she wasn’t coming home. “So, what now?”  
 
    Grace gave me a loving smile, but I could see the pain in her eyes. Pain that mirrored exactly what I was feeling. “For now, we enjoy our meal.”  
 
    “Starting with the guac?”  
 
    “Obviously starting with the guac.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I had no answers when I came home from my meal with Grace, but I felt strangely happy. Spending that time with her had been nice. Really nice. After getting past the initial awkwardness, we laughed together more than we had in a really long time. It felt good. So good that I somehow didn’t mind coming back to the house by myself. It was like being on a high from a first date.  
 
    I pulled out my phone and didn’t even think before sending a text to Grace. Tonight was great. I hope it made you as happy as it made me.  
 
    I was happy when I got a text back less than a minute later. My face hurts from smiling so much, so I guess you could say it did. Before I could respond, she sent another text. I wish we could have gone home together though. I hope you understand.  
 
    I think I do, I answered honestly. It doesn’t make it any easier though.  
 
    I know…  
 
    When can I see you again? I held my breath as I waited for Grace’s answer.  
 
    When do you want to see me again?  
 
    Right now. As soon as possible.  
 
    Does Friday sound okay?  
 
    I clicked the calendar on my phone so I could check what day it was, every day having blended together since Grace left, and was disappointed to find it was only Sunday. Still, any time with Grace was better than nothing. I’ll mark my calendar. 
 
    I sighed contentedly as I put my phone on the nightstand and shut my eyes. For the first time in a week, I went to sleep with a smile on my face rather than tears in my eyes.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Friday night finally rolled around, I was more than ready to see Grace again. I missed her more than I could even say, and I couldn’t wait to just look into her eyes. We decided to go to a movie, which meant there was no way we were talking things out yet, but I was okay with that. Even though we couldn’t move forward until the talk happened, I liked where we were at for now. It was like we were dating all over again. At least, dating the way we should have the first time around if I hadn’t been too busy denying what was happening between us. We had spent the week sending each other cute texts and talking about how we couldn’t wait to see each other. I honestly felt more connected to her than I had in a really long time, and that was a great feeling.  
 
    Not as great as the feeling of seeing her again though. When I pulled into a parking spot at the movie theater and saw her standing by the front door, I had to take a moment to just sit in my car and watch her. She was wearing a green dress that looked really similar to the one she wore on our first date years earlier. I could tell she was nervous by the way she kept fidgeting with her glasses, and God, was it cute.  
 
    By the time I got out of my car and made my way over to her, I knew I must have had the goofiest grin on my face, but I didn’t even care. Nothing was going to ruin my mood. “You look beautiful,” I said as I looked her up and down.  
 
    I smiled when I saw a slight blush come onto Grace’s face, happy that I could still have that effect on her. “You look beautiful too, Kinsley.” Much to my surprise, she reached out and pulled me into her arms, taking a deep breath as her face burrowed into my neck. “I've missed you,” she whispered so softly I almost didn’t even hear.  
 
    “Shall we go inside?” I asked as I reluctantly pulled away from her. I couldn’t get sentimental or else I would have broken down right there on the sidewalk.  
 
    When Grace nodded and started to walk toward the door, I rushed in front of her so I could hold it open for her. She gave me a surprised, but appreciative, smile as she walked past me and as soon as we were inside, she grabbed my hand.  
 
    Grace continued to hold my hand throughout the entire movie. I never thought such a simple gesture could get my body worked up, but after being away from Grace for almost two weeks, it was all I could focus on. I couldn’t have told you what the movie was about because all I could focus on was how excited I was to be close to her and feel her body connected with mine in any way possible.  
 
    I held her hand tightly as the movie ended so she wouldn’t let go and was thankful when she didn’t. We walked out of the theater hand-in-hand and I asked where her car was so I had an excuse to hold on even longer. When we made it to her car, I was disappointed to lose the soft touch of her hand. The disappointment quickly dissipated when she put one hand on my waist and used the other to push a stray piece of hair behind my ear.  
 
    I took this as a sign that it would be okay to kiss her and connected my lips with hers before I could overthink it. Much to my satisfaction, that hand that Grace had just had in my hair now moved to the back of my neck so she could pull me closer. When our tongues met for the first time in way too long, I couldn’t help the loud moan that escaped through my lips. This would have been embarrassing if the kiss wasn’t having the exact same effect on Grace.  
 
    I’m not sure how long we made out in that parking lot, but by the time we pulled apart, I was out of breath and my lips felt swollen. “Wow,” was the only word I could force out, causing Grace to giggle and shyly look away from me.  
 
    When she looked up at me, her glasses had slipped so she had to push them back up, making me want to wrap her up in my arms and carry her the whole way home where I could finally spend a night making sweet, passionate love to her. Instead, I placed one more chaste kiss on her lips and squeezed her side where my hand rested on her hip. “Can I see you again soon?”  
 
    “Definitely. How does next Friday sound?”  
 
    I tried not to cringe at the thought of going another week without seeing Grace, but apparently failed because she gave me a knowing smile.  
 
    “I just need a little bit more time, Kinsley. Let’s plan on talking next Friday though, okay? I’ll come home, and we can hopefully get everything sorted out.” 
 
    The word home was all I needed to hear come from Grace’s lips to agree. It was everything I wanted, and if waiting another week would get us to that point, I was more than willing. “Sounds great.” I kissed Grace’s cheek and walked away feeling lighter and happier than I had in a really long time.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Tonight isn’t going to work. I’m sorry.  
 
    I stared at my phone in disbelief. The one thing that got me through another week without Grace was the promise that I would see her soon. Now I had no idea when I would see her or why she had cancelled last minute after we had spent the whole week texting about it. 
 
    No worries. What about tomorrow? I held my breath as I waited for Grace’s response. 
 
    I can’t. Sorry.  
 
    Still nothing. No explanation. No promise of getting together soon. Is this because school starts on Monday? Are you stressed about the new year?  
 
    No.  
 
    I rubbed at my temples in frustration and clicked on Grace’s name to call her, hoping that would help me get to the bottom of what’s going on.  
 
    “Hello?” Just that sound of Grace’s voice was already enough to melt away some of the frustration I was feeling toward her.  
 
    “Hey. Everything okay? You’re acting strange.”  
 
    “I just… The truth is… I need more time, Kinsley.”  
 
    I blinked my eyes, trying to stop the tears that I knew were about to come. “How much more?”  
 
    “I don’t know. I’m sorry. I’ll call you, okay?”  
 
    Before I could even fight her, Grace hung up the phone. Even though it was completely out of character for me, I immediately started to call her back. I was desperate to find out what she was keeping from me. The phone rang only a few times before going to voicemail.  
 
    “Grace, please. Call me back. Please.” I hated how pathetic I sounded begging for her to call me.  
 
    A crushing reality hit me at that very moment. All of the years I spent avoiding relationships, this is exactly what I was afraid of. This was my worst nightmare. But this wasn’t Grace. It wasn’t like her at all. She didn’t avoid things. She faced them head on to the point of annoyance. Now, I wished she was annoying me.  
 
    I sat my phone down on the coffee table and began pacing around the living room. All of the pictures of Grace and me kept catching my eye. I stopped in front of one from our wedding and ran a finger along the frame as I took in Grace, smiling at me like I was her whole world. My mind went back to the one question I couldn’t stop asking myself. What the hell was going on?  
 
      
 
    Chapter 8: Grace 
 
      
 
      
 
    I cried as I listened to Kinsley’s voicemail. I absolutely hated that I was doing this to her, but I was even more scared. I had spent the past three weeks thinking about what she said about having kids and had decided if she really didn’t want them I would find a way to be okay with that. I had dreamed of having a family my whole life, but there was nothing, and no one, in this world that I wanted more than Kinsley.  
 
    If she didn’t want kids, I would cherish the moments with my students and make sure we spent more time with our nieces and nephews. Only it seemed life had a different plan for me. A plan I would have been so excited about just a few weeks ago, but now had me overtaken with anxiety.  
 
    With everything going on, our last attempt was a distant memory to me. It wasn’t until I was thinking about the possibility of sex with Kinsley if our talk went well that I realized I should have gotten my period by now. That’s what led me to take a pregnancy test just a few hours earlier. A pregnancy test that finally had those two little lines. Those two lines that told me it was positive. I was pregnant. I was going to have a baby.  
 
    Of all the times I dreamed of that happening, I never imagined it would feel like this. I imagined excitement and tears, not fear and insecurity. But now that I knew the truth about Kinsley, how was I supposed to tell her? After everything we’ve been through, I didn’t truly believe she would leave me over this. Not after she stuck by me through attempt after attempt this past year. But knowing how she truly felt made me wonder how we moved forward.  
 
    What was I even supposed to say to her? Hey honey, I know you just told me you have no interest in kids, but guess what? I’m pregnant!  
 
    How had I missed this? How had I convinced myself she was all in when she clearly wasn’t? Was I so caught up in what I wanted that I didn’t take the time to think of Kinsley? Well, yeah. There was really no question about that. I had been a terrible wife the past year.  
 
    I thought about all of the times over the past year that Kinsley had tried so hard to make me smile and how I continuously fought with her, and the sick feeling in the pit of my stomach grew bigger. I grabbed a hold of my stomach and ran into the bathroom where I threw up my entire lunch. Great. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “So, any big news for me?” my co-teacher asked me when she stopped by my room on the first day of the new school year.  
 
    “Not yet,” I lied, the sick feeling that I couldn’t seem to shake returning to my stomach. At this point I wasn’t sure if it was worry over Kinsley, morning sickness, or both. 
 
    “I’m sure it’s only a matter of time.”  
 
    You have no idea.  
 
    Luckily, I avoided questions from all of my other coworkers who knew we were trying and slipped into Liam and Leah’s house after work before either of them were home. I sent Leah a text telling her I wasn’t feeling well so she wouldn’t try to get me to come out for dinner.  
 
    After about an hour, I heard Leah and Liam come home and soon after heard them preparing and eating dinner. Then I listened as they tried to get Brody down to sleep. I assumed I had gotten out of seeing them for the night until there was a light knock on my door.  
 
    I walked over to the door, not surprised to find Leah on the other side. She crossed her arms in front of her chest as she studied my face, and I knew she had talked to Kinsley.  
 
    “So, how are you?” Leah asked, lifting one eyebrow ever so slightly.  
 
    “I’m good. The first day was tiring as always, but I think I have a good class. They seem sweet.”  
 
    “And how are other parts of your life?”  
 
    I shrugged my shoulders trying to feign nonchalance. “They’re fine.”  
 
    Leah walked across the guest room and sat down on the bed. “Is that so? Because I couldn’t help but notice that a certain date night you had been talking about all week didn’t happen on Friday.”  
 
    I flopped down on the bed beside her and covered my face. “Why don’t you just come right out and ask me whatever it is you want to know?”  
 
    “Fine. What’s going on with you and Kinsley?”  
 
    “I…” I couldn’t tell her about the pregnancy. Not without telling Kinsley first. It wouldn’t be right. “I just need more time.” I avoided eye contact with Leah since I knew she could read me like a book.  
 
    “Does Kinsley know that?”  
 
    My head snapped up. “Of course she does.”  
 
    “I find that interesting since the girl I talked to on the phone yesterday seems very confused. Confused and completely heartbroken.”  
 
    It hurt my heart to think about what I was doing to Kinsley. All I wanted to do was find a way to make it right, but I didn’t know how to do that. “I promise I’m going to talk to her soon.”  
 
    “I’m glad to hear that.” Leah patted me on the knee, then stood from the bed. She turned like she was going to leave, but quickly turned back around. “You know, something funny happened today. I realized that one of my pregnancy tests was missing. I’m pretty sure Liam and Brody don’t have any interest in peeing on a stick, so…” She let her words trail off, but refused to remove her eyes from mine.  
 
    I opened and closed my mouth a few times, then to both of our surprises, broke down into tears. Leah wasted no time jumping back onto the bed and taking me in her arms. “Shh. It’s okay,” she soothed. “It was positive, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “H-how did you know that?”  
 
    “Best friend intuition.”  Leah ran a hand through my hair. “Plus, I searched through the trash can. You didn’t hide it very well.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at Leah’s confession. “You’re ridiculous.”  
 
    “And you need to talk to your wife.”  
 
    I pulled away from her so I could look her in the eyes, wiping my tears off on my sleeve so I could focus on her. “I’m so scared. I told you what she said when we had our fight. She doesn’t want kids. Maybe now she won’t want me.”  
 
    Leah shook her head and ran a thumb along my cheek. “Kinsley says a lot of shit she doesn’t mean, especially when she’s mad. You know that.”  
 
    “I actually thought about that, but all of her actions seem to show that it’s true. She was never worried about trying. It was always a joke to her. When the results came back negative, she didn’t even seem to care.” 
 
    “Even if that is true, think about me and Liam. We didn’t want kids either and now look at us. Brody is the greatest thing to ever happen to me. I already can’t imagine my life without him.” 
 
    I sighed and rested my head on Leah’s shoulder, praying that she was right. “Things were just finally starting to go well between us. Even if she does eventually come around, what if this throws a wrench in all of that?”  
 
    “It might, but you guys will get there. I mean, come on, you somehow cracked Kinsley when she refused to let anyone in. She adores you, and she’s going to absolutely adore this little baby too.” Leah gave me a stern look. “But you have to be willing to give her a chance.”  
 
    I slowly nodded my head. “I know, and I will. I just need—” 
 
    “Time?” Leah cut in.  
 
    “Exactly.”  
 
    “Well don’t take too much time. It’s only going to make things worse for both of you and for my new niece or nephew.” She stood again, and this time actually headed toward the door.  
 
    “Hey, Leah,” I said before she could leave, causing her to turn around. “You’re not going to tell Kinsley, right?”  
 
    “Honey, you couldn’t pay me to tell her. That’s all on you.”  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Two days later, I finally worked up the energy to call my OBGYN. When someone picked up, I informed her of my positive pregnancy test and the exact date of my last period. She asked all of the questions I expected, informed me that would make me five weeks pregnant, and scheduled my first prenatal visit for two weeks.  
 
    Two weeks. I couldn’t wait any longer than that to talk to Kinsley. There was no way I would go to my first appointment without giving her the choice to come along.  
 
    Honestly, I knew it would kill me even if I waited that long. I missed Kinsley so much I could actually feel the pain in my heart. She was all I ever thought about. When I got up in the morning, as I tried to teach lessons in school, when I was going to sleep for the night. Nighttime was the worst. I missed the way Kinsley always held me. I missed how safe I felt in her arms. Even when things were at their hardest this past year, there was never a time that Kinsley didn’t hold me as we fell asleep. Never a time that she didn’t make me feel completely safe and protected.  
 
    I needed that now. I needed to feel her arms wrapped around me. I needed that reassurance that nothing in the world could possibly hurt me if I had her. And the only thing keeping me from that was my own stupid pride and fear. I knew I had to get over it, but I just couldn’t. I couldn’t shake the feeling that I would somehow make things worse instead of better.  
 
    After another long day of trying to make it through without having a complete meltdown at school, I was ready to go home and just fall into bed for the rest of the night. Unfortunately, Leah had other plans for me. When I got home, she immediately came to the door, holding Brody in his car seat.  
 
    “Where are you two going?” I asked, kind of happy at the prospect of possibly having the house to myself for a little bit, making it easier to wallow alone.  
 
    “The three of us are going to the mall. You need some retail therapy.”  
 
    I knew there was no fighting Leah. When she made up her mind about something, it was happening. So, I simply followed her back out the door and helped her load Brody into the car.  
 
    When we got to the mall, Leah immediately directed us to one of the baby stores. I scrunched up my nose. “What are we doing here?”  
 
    “We’re going to buy that baby of yours their first outfit. You tried for this for a year and dreamed of it for even longer than that, and now you’re not allowing yourself to be happy about it.”  
 
    “It’s hard to be happy without Kinsley here,” I said while absently running my hands over the clothes.  
 
    “Again, your choice. But either way, you still need to enjoy this time. You’re going to regret it if you don’t.” 
 
    Regrets. I had a lot of those. I didn’t want to add yet another one to the list, so I humored Leah by beginning to look around. Much to my surprise, after just a few minutes, I actually was starting to feel a little bit better. I even found myself laughing for the first time as we made fun of some of the ridiculous outfits. In the end, we chose a green onesie with baby ducks on it. It was simple and generic, but it still made me smile. The thought of my future child wearing the onesie also made me smile.  
 
    For the first time since finding out I was pregnant, I allowed myself to imagine my baby being born. I imagined him or her walking for the first time, saying my name, running over to me to give me a hug. Then my imagination snapped to the thought of them going to Kinsley with a scrape on their knee. I pictured her kissing the spot before she put a bandaid on it, then making a joke so our child would laugh and forget all about their pain. 
 
    That’s what I wanted too. I wanted to hear one of her classic Kinsley jokes and then relish in the way she smiled at me proudly after she told it. I wanted her to take all of my pain away. Still, there was something holding me back. Something keeping me from just picking up my phone and calling her. Maybe it was the fact that I felt selfish that I was still expecting her to take away my pain when I knew I was the one who owed her a smile.  
 
    My thoughts were interrupted by the feeling of Leah’s hand on my arm. “Let’s go to the food court.”  
 
    Choosing food in the food court was harder than I thought it would be since my go-to foods of pizza or Chinese reminded me of Kinsley and only made me sad. For that reason, I chose a salad since I knew that would be Kinsley’s last choice.  
 
    “So, when is your first appointment?” Leah asked as she took a big bite out of the burger she was eating. 
 
    “Two weeks.” 
 
    “That’s exciting.” 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders. “I guess so.” 
 
    “It is exciting, and it will seem even more exciting after you talk to Kinsley and you find out that she wants to go with you.” Leah lifted both eyebrows the way she always did when she was lecturing me.  
 
    “Please stop,” I groaned. I couldn’t handle another lecture. I was beating myself up enough without Leah’s help. “I thought tonight was supposed to be about cheering me up.”  
 
    “It is about cheering you up, but it’s also another attempt at trying to convince you to get your head out of your own ass.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at her. “Gee, thanks.”  
 
    “You know I’m right. Don’t act like you don’t.” 
 
    I sighed in concession. “I know. I’m just so scared, Leah.” 
 
    “Okay. Let’s talk about this. What do you really think is going to happen?” 
 
    “Worst case scenario—Kinsley is pissed that I’m pregnant and tells me she doesn’t want to be with me anymore.”  
 
    Leah sat her burger down and crossed her arms in front of her chest. “And now let’s come back to the real world. You’re being ridiculous right now. You and I both know that will never happen.”  
 
    “Okay, maybe not, but what if she resents me for it? Spends the rest of her life mad that I made us jump into something that she didn’t want.”  
 
    “Answer me this. How stubborn is Kinsley?”  
 
    “Super stubborn, hence the worry about her resenting me forever.”  
 
    “Exactly.” Leah pointed a finger at me as if I had just proved her point. “Kinsley is so stubborn. She doesn’t do things she doesn’t want to do. Do you really think she would spend this whole past year going through attempt after attempt if it’s not what she wanted?”  
 
    I shrugged again, not wanting to admit that Leah actually had a point. “It seems unlikely, but those were the words that came out of her mouth. Why would she say them if they weren’t true?”  
 
    “Why would she tell you that she was cool with starting to try for kids if that wasn’t true?” Another good point that I couldn’t argue.  
 
    “I guess… I mean... I don’t know, okay?” I threw down my fork and ran a hand through my hair.  
 
    “What are you really afraid of, Grace?” Leah asked softly. “Because I feel like it goes beyond being worried about how she will react to you being pregnant.”  
 
    She was right, but what was I afraid of? Did I even know that answer? I let out a long sigh when it hit me. Deep down, I did know the truth, even if I hadn’t exactly admitted it to myself yet. “I’m afraid of always being the one who fights for this relationship. I’m pregnant. We have a kid on the way. I’m afraid that when things get really hard and I hit a point where I’m too tired to fight, we won’t get through it because Kinsley won’t fight for us.”  
 
    Leah opened her mouth to say something, but I put up a hand and shook my head. “I realize I sound like a huge hypocrite right now. I’m the one who left. I’m the one who canceled when we were supposed to talk. I told her I needed more time and she’s been respectful of that. But I guess I wish she wouldn’t be respectful. I want her to call me and say ‘I realize you don’t want to talk right now, but damnit, you have to.’ I want her to fight for me.”  
 
    This time, Leah didn’t immediately start to speak. She sat there quietly, seeming to contemplate what I had just said. “Okay.”  
 
    “Okay? That’s it? No smart comment? No slap across the face?” 
 
    Leah lifted one shoulder. “No. I get it. You want Kinsley to swallow her pride and fight to the death for you. The problem is that just might not be the person Kinsley is. It doesn’t mean she doesn’t love you. It doesn’t mean that she’s not just as dedicated to this relationship as you are. It just means that she might not be able to give you what you need. Maybe she’ll never be able to.”  
 
    I put my head in my hands and rubbed at my temples before looking up at Leah. “So, what should I do?”  
 
    “Unfortunately, I can't tell you that. That’s something only you can decide.” She laid her hand on top of mine. “I was planning on going to see Kinsley and telling her the same thing I’m telling you—that she needs to get her head out of her ass and make things right, but I feel like that would only make things worse. This is something the two of you need to figure out on your own.”  
 
    Hours later, as I lay in bed, I continued to think about my conversation with Leah. Now that I had come to terms with what was really bothering me, I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do with that knowledge.  
 
    Leah was right. It had never been Kinsley’s personality to be a fighter. When things got hard, Kinsley ran away, either physically or emotionally. I knew that it didn’t mean she didn’t love me. Kinsley showed her love for me in a ton of other ways. Like when she did everything she could to make me laugh when I didn’t even want to smile or the way she knew how to draw me out of my own funk.  
 
    So, what do I do now? Do I suck it up and go to her again? Be okay with being the one to give in? Take on my roll as the fighter so we can put all of this behind us? I knew it might be my only choice. I told Kinsley I needed time. She was going to give me that time whether I liked it or not.  
 
    I sighed as I shoved my face into my pillow. Relationships were hard. You want to give your all, but sometimes there's something that holds you back. A voice in your head telling you not to let the other person get the best of you. Even after years of being together, pride can get in the way.  
 
    That’s exactly what was getting in my way right now. My own pride. When I married Kinsley, I vowed to accept her for exactly the person she was. It was hypocritical for me to now expect her to become someone else.  
 
    I knew what I had to do. I had to suck up my pride and forget all of my fear, and I needed to talk to her. Make things right once and for all so we could move forward with our now growing family that Kinsley would hopefully find a way to be happy about.  
 
    I needed to wait though. For now, I needed my sleep. If I was going to fight, I would need all of my energy. She was the love of my life, and I refused to go down without a battle.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9: Kinsley 
 
      
 
      
 
    Another week. Another week of wondering what the hell was happening. What I could have possibly done wrong this time. I looked at myself in the mirror and cringed at the girl staring back at me. I looked like absolute shit.  
 
    One of the bad things about being self employed is that I wasn’t forced to get out of the house to go to work. Instead, I had spent the whole week doing nothing. That is, unless you counted eating way too much ice cream, crying until my eyes dried out, and staring at the ceiling as I tried to sleep as doing something.  
 
    I hadn’t written a word. I had only attempted it twice, but both times I just stared at the cursor on my screen until I finally slammed my computer shut in frustration. Even my fans were starting to notice my absence, messaging me over social media to ask why I hadn’t been posting anything lately and if I was okay.  
 
    No. No, I wasn’t. That was the simple answer. My whole world was falling apart and I didn’t even know who to turn to. Leah was literally housing Grace and the last thing I wanted was to drag my mom into this whole mess. I could only imagine how annoying she would be if she knew about the problems Grace and I were having. She would probably try to meddle so much that it would only make things a hundred times worse.  
 
    I decided to do something I hadn’t done in a really long time—head into Philly and go out in the gayborhood. It was the last thing I wanted to do, so I figured it might be what’s best for me. I forced myself to get ready, doing my makeup, hair, and putting on nice clothes for the first time since my date with Grace. Then, I made myself a drink that I put in a water bottle and called a rideshare.  
 
    I was silent as I sipped on my drink on the way into the city. Normally, I would have downed the drink in a few quick gulps, then spent the ride chatting it up with the driver. Instead, I flipped through the pictures on my phone, trying not to cry at every single picture where Grace and I actually looked happy.  
 
    When I got to the club, I elected to stay in the quieter, more subdued downstairs area. I took a seat at the bar and ordered drink after drink until I was sufficiently drunk. I was lost in my own head, when I realized someone’s eyes were on me. I looked up to see the blonde that had sat down next to me was eyeing me intently.  
 
    When she realized she had caught my attention, she stuck her hand out toward me. “I’m Natalia. And you are...?”  
 
    “Kinsley. Nice to meet you, Natalia.”  
 
    “So, is this seat taken?”  
 
    It took everything in me not to roll my eyes at her pathetic attempt at what seemed to be some sort of pick up line. “It’s all yours,” I answered with a smile. I stared down at my drink, hoping she would get the point and just leave me alone.  
 
    Of course, I couldn’t be that lucky. Instead, she scooted in closer to me, practically leaning over me to whisper in my ear. “Do you come here often?”  
 
    “Not really. My wife and I live in the suburbs, so we don’t get out here too much.” I emphasized my statement by taking a sip of my drink with the hand that held my ring finger.  
 
    The blonde’s eyes latched onto my ring finger just as I hoped. “Where is your wife tonight?” she asked while looking around the bar as if she was searching for her.  
 
    “She’s not here. We’re… having some issues.” I was shocked that I had just said that out loud and to a complete stranger at that, but I was also surprised by how good it felt to actually admit that to someone. To not just be stuck inside my own head.  
 
    “I’m sorry to hear that,” the blonde asked while scooting closer to me. “Need a friend? We could go up to the dance floor and work out all of your frustrations.”  
 
    I tried to ignore the fact that it really sounded like she was still trying to come onto me even after finding out I was married. “I’m not really in the mood to dance, but I could use a friend to talk to.”  
 
    The blonde didn’t even try to hide the way she stuck up her nose at my request. “Yeah, that’s not my vibe tonight, but I hope you figure things out with your wife.” Before I could respond, she turned to the woman sitting on the other side of her and flirtatiously asked, “So, do you come here often?”  
 
    Bitch. I stuck my finger up to get the bar tender’s attention and asked for my check. I quickly paid before scooting out of my seat at the bar. I took one last look at the blonde who was now laughing with the woman next to her and running a hand up and down her arm. I rolled my eyes, but silently thanked her. If our interaction had told me anything, it was that I needed to talk to someone. If I was willing to open up to a girl who was very obviously hitting on me at a bar, I was clearly desperate for a friend.  
 
    But who could I talk to? It was now almost 1 a.m., and I didn’t want to bother Leah or Liam. I smiled to myself when I realized it wasn’t even 10 p.m. in California yet, and scrolled through my phone until I got to Rory’s name.  
 
    “Kinsley! Everything okay?” she asked as soon as she answered the phone.  
 
    I shook my head as if she could see me, then chuckled at myself through the few tears that had already started to fall just from simply hearing that question. “Honestly? No. I feel like shit. My world is falling apart, and I don’t know what to do about it.”  
 
    “Is this about Grace?”  
 
    With that prompt, I opened up and told her everything that had happened between us over the past year and what had caused our latest fight.  
 
    “So, did you mean it?” Rory asked after I finished my rant.  
 
    I scratched at my head, unsure which part of that she would be referring to. “Did I mean what?”  
 
    “That you don’t want kids.”  
 
    I cringed. Those were words that I regretted as soon as they left my mouth because they weren’t true at all. Ever since Grace and I became a couple, I could picture us starting a family together. Sure, I would argue with her about how many kids we should have since anything more than two would leave us outnumbered, but that didn’t mean that I wasn’t completely committed to the idea of having kids together. “No. I didn’t mean that at all. I just never had a chance to explain myself, because she got mad and left.” 
 
    Rory sighed. “I get it. This is such a hard process. It tests even the best couple. Sometimes we say things we don’t mean. Grace will realize that, don’t worry. I have a question though.”  
 
    “Go for it,” I said as I kicked at a rock while walking down a random side street.  
 
    “How do you feel about all of this?” 
 
    I removed the phone from my ear and stared at it like Rory was somehow going to see me. Did she somehow miss my whole breakdown at the beginning of this call? “What do you mean? I told you everything.” 
 
    “You told me a very detailed story. You gave me all the facts and let me know how Grace told you she was feeling along the way, but you never told me how you felt when all of this was happening. Grace seemed to think you never really cared, but I have a hard time believing that.”  
 
    I took a deep breath. During this whole process, no one had just flat out asked me how I felt. Grace tried, but I couldn’t be honest with her about it, and that’s what made it even harder. “I…” I tried to take another deep breath, but this time it came out as pathetic little whimpers as tears started to run down my cheeks. “It freaking sucks, Rory. I can’t lie. When Grace brought up trying to have kids, I thought it was too soon. I wanted to slow down and enjoy our marriage a little first. But, as soon as we started trying, I started to picture my life with kids. I’d be walking down the street and see someone pushing a stroller and would think about how that could be me soon. I’d see a mom wiping off her son’s face as they ate ice cream and was suddenly longing to be that mom. So, every time we found out it didn’t work, it was like another stab to the heart. It was so hard to take. So, so hard.” 
 
    “And why didn’t you ever tell Grace that?” Rory asked softly.  
 
    More whimpers. “Grace put so much pressure on herself. I knew that every time it didn’t work she blamed herself because it was her body. I was afraid that if she knew I was upset, she would feel even worse. That’s the last thing I wanted. So, I smiled. I acted like I didn’t care. I made jokes to hide the pain. But it was killing me. It’s still killing me. Now, I probably really screwed things up. Grace thinks I don’t even want kids. How am I supposed to backtrack and convince her that starting a family with her is ALL I want? And now she won’t even talk to me.”  
 
    “So, what are you going to do about it?”  
 
    I shook my head and wiped away at my tears. “Grace told me she needs time. I need to respect that. I need to—” Shit. Grace pulled a Kinsley. She ran away, the same way I’ve done many times in my past. Stubbornly expecting the other person to make it right. All of the times I tried to turn away from Grace, she was right there forcing me to talk, forcing me to listen, forcing me out of my own head. Now, she was the one going through it, and what had I done? I had just let it be. Convinced myself it was her responsibility to make it right. But for once, it was up to me. I owed that to Grace. I owed her for everything she had done for me. Mostly, I owed her all of the love in the world, because that’s what she deserved. No more being stubborn. I had to make this right. “I need to talk to her, Rory. Right now.”  
 
    Rory laughed. “You might want to wait until it’s not the middle of the night and you’re not drunk. How does that sound?”  
 
    It sounded surprisingly rational, which wasn’t exactly my mindset right now, but I knew she was right. “Fine. But first thing tomorrow, I’m doing it.”  
 
    “Then you should probably get yourself home and drink some water.”  
 
    “You got it, boss,” I said with a salute that probably made me look crazy to anyone walking down the street.  
 
    When I hung up the phone and stopped walking, I noticed where I had inadvertently ended up. I was standing right in front of the apartment Leah and I had spent many years in together. Even though we had some amazing times in there together, that wasn’t why I was feeling nostalgic right now. I looked at the building and thought of all the firsts that Grace and I shared there. Our first fight that happened just a day into her arriving. Our first time having sex. Our first time making love. God, I missed her.  
 
    Yet, as I stood in front of that building, the memories racing around in my mind, a genuine smile came to my face for the first time in days. I loved this girl so much and I was ready to do anything in my power to get us back to a good place.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Luckily, I woke up the next day with only a slight headache. I jumped out of bed, ignoring how tired I felt, and popped two Tylenol in my mouth to fight off my impending hangover.  
 
    Once I felt human enough, I took out my phone and dialed Leah’s number. “Why, if it isn’t my long lost best friend,” Leah said when she picked up.  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I miss you too, but no time for that. I need your help.”  
 
    “Is this about your plan to win back your woman? Come sweep her off her feet?”  
 
    How the hell did she always do that? “It is, but how—?” 
 
    “I’m your best friend. I know these things. So skip the questions and tell me what you need me to do.”  
 
    I bit my lip nervously as I thought through my plan. “Would it be rude if I asked you to leave your own house?” 
 
    “Kind of.” Leah laughed. “But I don’t mind at all. We were planning on going to the in-law’s house today anyway. When do you need us out?”  
 
    “As soon as possible?”  
 
    Leah laughed once again, this time even louder. “Give us an hour, okay?”  
 
    I looked at my watch and saw that would be right after lunch. “Perfect.”  
 
    “And Kinsley?”  
 
    “Yes?”  
 
    “No sex anywhere other than the guest room.”  
 
    This time, I was the one to laugh out loud. “No guarantees.” I laughed one more time and hung up the phone before Leah could fight back.  
 
    Exactly an hour later, I got in my car to head to Leah’s house. As I drove, I said a quick prayer that this would go well and not completely backfire. I worried about her getting angry at me for not listening when she said she needed time, but then again, I had a feeling that this extra effort was actually exactly what she needed.  
 
    When I pulled into Leah’s driveway, I looked at the gift bag sitting on the passenger seat and wondered for about the hundredth time if giving it to Grace now was a good idea. I turned off the car and grabbed the bag before I could overthink it.  
 
    I closed my eyes and knocked on the door, opening them just in time to see Grace’s surprised look when she opened the door and saw me standing there. “Kinsley? What are you doing here?” Her voice was soft and riddled with confusion, but she didn’t sound angry.  
 
    That was enough to give me the confidence to reach out and take her hand. I took a deep breath as I tried to remember the speech I had practiced so many times while looking in the mirror this morning. “Grace, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for so many things. I’m sorry I haven’t been completely open and honest with my feelings. I’m sorry for the things I said when we got in our fight. Most of all, I’m sorry that I let you walk out of the house. I’m sorry I didn’t use that moment to fight for you the way you deserve. And I’m sorry for all of the times I could have fought for you these past few weeks but didn’t. I was trying to be respectful of the space you said you needed, but I’m done with that. I need you, Grace. I’m not going to pretend that I don’t. I’m not going to act like I haven’t spent these last few weeks completely miserable because you’re not with me. I can’t eat, I can’t sleep, I definitely can’t write. I feel like an empty shell of myself. If you tell me again that I need to respect your space, then I will, but I need you to know where I stand.” I paused to think back on what I had just said, trying to figure out if I hit everything I wanted to say. “Shit, I’m also sorry about saying that I don’t want kids.”  
 
    Grace, who had been looking toward the ground as I talked, now moved her eyes to mine. “So, you do want kids?”  
 
    I squeezed the hand I was holding, a large grin splitting my face. “Yes! God, I don’t know why I said I didn’t. I was just frustrated and being an ass. When I’m scared I say things to push you away, and this was the first time it actually seemed to work, and that scared me even more. But no, I didn’t mean it when I said I don’t want kids. I really want kids.”  
 
    “And you’re not just saying that now to make things right between us? Because I want you to be one hundred percent honest with me, Kinsley.” 
 
    “I’m not just saying it.” Remembering the gift I was holding in my other hand, I shoved it toward her. “I bought this right after our first attempt. I was keeping it for whenever we found out we were pregnant. I’m sorry for ruining that plan, but I just need you to know that I’m serious about this.”  
 
    Grace hesitantly took the bag and I held my breath as she opened it. A smile came onto her face as she pulled out the two matching shirts for us showing a pizza pie with one missing slice and grew even wider when she removed the onesie that had a single slice of pizza on it.  
 
    Her face became serious as she shook her head. “This isn’t right.”  
 
    “Wh-What’s not right?” My heart was beating so fast, I thought it might beat right out of my chest.  
 
    “The pizza on your shirt. It’s plain. You never eat plain pizza.”  
 
    I put my hand on my chest and shook my head as I laughed. “God, Grace, you can’t scare me like that. There’s actually something else too.” I reached into the bottom of the bag and pulled out a tiny, tattered journal.  
 
    “What’s that?” Grace asked as she stared at it intently.  
 
    I felt my face turning red in embarrassment as I stared down at the journal, and I wondered if this was a good idea. “It’s um… it’s my journal.”  
 
    “As in a journal journal, filled with your most secret thoughts and emotions? I always thought when I saw you writing in here that you were jotting down story ideas.”  
 
    I laughed as I turned the journal over in my shaky hands. “That’s because that’s what I wanted you to think, but if it’s okay I’d like to read something to you.”  
 
    “Kinsley, you don’t—” 
 
    “Please?” When Grace nodded her head, I turned to an entry I had written in January. “It was just confirmed that this was a chemical pregnancy. We lost the baby. I’m completely heartbroken. I never knew it could hurt so much to lose something you never really had at all. But the few days of thinking that just maybe this would work out, even though I knew the chances were low, were enough for me to get attached. I shouldn’t have, but I let my mind wander to all of the things I was looking forward to—seeing our baby for the first time, teaching him or her how to walk, watching Grace be the best goddamn mom in the entire universe. It wasn’t the first time I’ve thought about all of those things, but it definitely hurts the most this time. I’m trying to keep a smile on my face and a positive attitude for Grace’s sake, but it gets harder every time. I really hope we get pregnant soon. I’m not sure how much longer I can take this.”  
 
    When I took my eyes off of the page to look up at Grace, I saw that her face was covered in tears. “Kinsley, you never… why didn’t you tell me?”  
 
    I shrugged and looked down toward my feet, feeling the bile build up in my throat as my anxiety rose. This was the one part I never wanted to admit to Grace, but felt like I owed it to her now. “I didn’t want to make you feel bad. You were blaming yourself, and I thought if you knew that I was upset that it would only make things worse. I didn’t want you to feel guilty for my pain.” I took her hand back in mine and stared into her eyes once again, hoping I was able to show her the sincerity in my words. “Because none of this is your fault. It’s not you. It’s not your body. It’s just shitty luck. Shitty circumstances. But I’m here, Grace. No matter how long this takes, I’m here.”  
 
    Grace’s lips parted into a smile. “I actually have something for you too.” 
 
    “You do?”  
 
    Grace took my hand and pulled me into the house. “I was actually planning on coming to see you today. I can’t stand being away from you anymore either. But, the fact that you took the initiative, means more to me than you’ll ever know.”  
 
    I followed Grace up the stairs, down the hall, and into the guest room. Grace dropped my hand and went over to the nightstand to pick up the small gift bag sitting on top. “I was nervous to give this to you, but after everything you said, I think you’ll be really excited about it.”  
 
    I had no clue what could be in this tiny bag that held the power to bring the wide grin that was now adorning Grace’s beautiful face.  Anticipation bubbled in my stomach as I pulled out the little bit of tissue paper in the bag.  
 
    My breath hitched when I saw what I was holding in my hands. What? Is that…? No. It couldn’t be, could it? My mouth went dry at the same time my eyes became wet. I had to grip it extra hard to keep my shaky hands from dropping the precious object.  
 
    When I looked up, Grace had tears in her eyes too. “Grace… you’re…?”  
 
    Grace nodded her head, the tears falling even harder now. “I am.”  
 
    “Oh my God. Oh my God. Wow. Oh my God.” I wanted to say more, but in the moment, words were escaping me. Our dreams were coming true. Our dreams were finally coming true.  
 
    I tried to say something else, but instead a whoop sound left my mouth, and I scooped Grace into my arms. “We’re having a baby,” I shouted as I spun her around in a circle.  
 
    Grace laughed loudly, and my heart swelled. I couldn’t remember the last time I felt this happy. I didn’t want to get ahead of myself though. Grace and I clearly still had a lot to work out. It was even more important now. “I think we should do couple’s therapy.”  
 
    The look of surprise on Grace’s face matched how I felt about the words that had just tumbled out of my mouth inadvertently. “You want to do couple’s therapy?” Grace asked curiously.  
 
    I shrugged. “I didn’t really know I did until the words were out of my mouth, but I think it’s a good idea. I just figure if we’re bringing a baby into this world, we should have all of our shit sorted out.” I hesitated when Grace didn’t respond right away. “Is that… is that okay?” 
 
    Grace shook her head as if she had zoned out and was bringing herself back to earth. “It’s more than okay. I’m just surprised you would suggest it.”  
 
    I smiled proudly. “I’m a mom now. I’m mature AF.”  
 
    Grace smirked at me in a way that had my stomach doing somersaults, then grabbed my shirt and pulled me closer to her. “Come here, mama.”  
 
    When my lips met hers for the first time in weeks, I thought I might lose it. Thank God she was holding onto me or else I might have melted right to the ground. Then when we deepened the kiss, I swear I saw stars. How did I even get through a day without this girl?  
 
    I let out a low growl as I picked her up in my arms and carried her as we continued to make out. After a few seconds, Grace pulled back and looked around at where I was taking her. “Um, babe? Why are you carrying me away from the bed?”  
 
    “Leah specifically told me that we’re only allowed to have sex in the guest room, so I’m taking you to the couch so we can do it there instead.”  
 
    Grace shook her head and laughed. “Mature AF, huh?”  
 
    I shrugged. “Mature, but not dead. I still live to drive Leah insane.”  
 
    Grace leaned back even further and gave me the look that told me she was about to lecture me. “It’s been way too long since we’ve had sex. I need a bed.” When a smirk came onto my face, she shook her head. “Not Leah and Liam’s bed.”  
 
    “You’re no fun, but fine. Let’s christen the guest bed.”  
 
    I carried her back to the bed and laid her down, quickly crawling on top of her. Only, something happened when I looked down into her eyes. All of the excitement and relief washed over me and I started to cry again. Man, this was getting ridiculous.  
 
    Grace reached up and wiped the tears from my face, then pulled me down to place a quick, but sweet kiss on my lips. “I’ve missed you so much,” she said quietly. 
 
    I missed her too. God, had I missed her. Suddenly, sex was the last thing on my mind. I wanted to talk to her. I wanted to hear about how school was going and what her students were like. I just wanted to hold her, while I got all caught up on the short part of her life that I regretted missing. “This is going to sound very un-Kinsley of me, but do you think… maybe… we could just talk?”  
 
    Grace’s eyes widened as she looked up at me, and I hoped we weren’t on completely different pages once again. “Who are you and what have you done with my wife?” she said with a slight laugh. 
 
    I shook my head and rolled off of her. “Sorry. I just missed you so much, and I realized there’s so much we haven’t talked about. It’s not that I don’t want to have sex with you. I just—”  
 
    Grace cut me off by placing another kiss on my lips. She kept her hand on my cheek as she stared over at me, the slightest smile playing on her lips. “Kinsley, you don’t have to explain yourself. I completely get it. I was just surprised. It’s a good surprise though. I like that you can still surprise me after all these years.”  
 
    “I hope I never stop surprising you,” I answered honestly, my voice quivering as I tried not to start crying again.  
 
    Hours passed by as Grace and I lay in bed together talking about everything we had missed the past few weeks and everything we had to look forward to as new parents. I couldn’t remember the last time we had just talked like this and it felt so good. The only thing that stopped us was Leah, Liam, and Brody coming back home. 
 
    We spent the next few hours hanging out with them and celebrating our news, then headed back home together. Finally.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10: Grace 
 
      
 
      
 
    Being back home with Kinsley felt wonderful. It would have been naive for me to believe that things were suddenly going to be perfect, but I knew we were going to make it through. Things were better and sometimes better is all you can really hope for. 
 
    By the time the day of our first prenatal appointment rolled around, I felt like I was walking on air. Things were great with Kinsley, we had our first counseling session scheduled for a few days later, and we were about to start the journey of parenthood together. The quickness of the appointment surprised me. They took my vitals, had me give a urine sample, and drew some blood, then quickly went over the plan for the next few months. We were informed that as long as everything was normal, my first ultrasound would be scheduled for a month from now.  
 
    When my phone rang a few hours later with a call from the OBGYN’s office, I felt my heart drop in my chest. They had told us that if we didn’t hear from them we should assume everything was normal. So, what did it mean that they were calling now?  
 
    “Hello?” I asked tentatively, my voice shaking.  
 
    “Hello. Is this Grace Harper-Scott?” 
 
    “Yes, this is she.” 
 
    “Great,” the female voice on the other end of the phone answered chipperly. “This is Joyce Freed. I’m a nurse at Front Line OBGYN. I was just wondering if we could have you come in sometime over the next few days for an ultrasound. Nothing to be concerned about. Just need to check on something.”  
 
    Nothing to be concerned about? An ultrasound moving from a month away to as soon as possible certainly seemed like something to be concerned about. “I was told my ultrasound wasn’t for another month. Should I be worried?” 
 
    “Not at all. All of your testing came back completely normal. Unfortunately, I’m not able to give you any more information than that at this time, but I can get you in to be seen as soon as tomorrow.”  
 
    “Yes, please.” I knew I would have to take another day off work, but I didn’t care at this point. I had to know what was happening.  
 
    The next day, Kinsley grabbed my sweaty hand as we walked into the OBGYN. She squeezed it and gave me a reassuring smile. “Remember, no matter what happens, we’re in this together. We can get through anything as long as we work as a team.”  
 
    “You sound like a therapist and we haven’t even had our first appointment yet,” I teased, hoping joking with Kinsley would help to calm my nerves.  
 
    She stuck her tongue out and hip checked me as we walked up to the desk to check in to our appointment. Luckily, it was only a few minutes before we were called back. A young woman, who didn’t look to be much older than us, came in a few minutes later with a wide, comforting smile on her face. “I’m sure this is very confusing for the two of you, but I want to reassure you before we start that everything is okay. We just don’t want to say anything until we confirm what we are speculating from your blood work. I promise it is nothing but good news though.”  
 
    I looked over at Kinsley who gave me a smile, but I could tell that she was just as nervous as I was. I followed the doctor’s orders of how to lay down and shivered as the ultrasound gel touched my stomach. The doctor was quiet as she stared at the ultrasound screen, moving the probe around to get a view of something that looked like absolutely nothing to me. “Just as I suspected,” she said as she turned to us with a smile on her face. She pointed to a small dot on the screen. “That right there is your baby.” She moved her finger just slightly and added, “And this is your other baby.”  
 
    Wait. Did she mean…? I looked to Kinsley, whose face had turned a ghostly shade of white, her wide eyes not straying from the ultrasound screen. She gulped and opened her mouth, but no words came out. When she opened her mouth again, I was surprised to hear any sound come out. “Sorry. What are you saying?” 
 
    “You’re having twins. Congratulations.”  
 
    Kinsley laughed, but it sounded more like a nervous laugh than anything else. “Twins,” she said under her breath. “Twins. Wow. Twins. Two. Two of them. Together.”  
 
    The doctor smiled knowingly as she stood from her seat. “I’m going to give you two some privacy. Take your time. You are free to leave whenever you are ready. Congratulations again.”  
 
    “Twins,” Kinsley repeated once again as she flopped down onto a chair. This time, she started to laugh a little bit harder. “We’re having twins. Two kids at once. Well, shit. Let the circus begin, babe.”  
 
    As she continued to laugh, I couldn’t help but laugh along with her. Soon, we were both laughing so hard we had tears running from our eyes. 
 
    “We are having twins.Twins that we conceived in the back of a car.” Kinsley wiped at her eyes. “This could only be our life.”  
 
    “So, are you feeling okay about this?” I asked hesitantly once I finished laughing.  
 
    “If you’re asking if I’m shitting bricks right now, the answer is yes. But we got this.” She looked up at me with unsure eyes. “Right? We’ve got this?”  
 
    I put a hand on her arm and squeezed. “Yes, sweetie. We’ve got this.”  
 
      
 
    *9 months later*  
 
      
 
    “I don’t got this,” I said through gritted teeth as I pulled Kinsley down closer to me by the neckline of her shirt.  
 
    We had done everything we could to prepare. We had the nursery ready, more diapers than we could even store in one room, and much to Kinsley’s chagrin, we had read just about every baby book. Our therapist was full of compliments of how far our relationship had come in the months we had been seeing her, and I knew she was right. I had never felt closer to Kinsley.  
 
    Yet, in this moment, as the doctor and nurses were commanding me to push, I felt anything but prepared. I had the irrational urge to slap my wife, who was currently holding my hand and whispering words of encouragement, right across the face.   
 
    Sweat drenched my face as I pushed for who knows how long. All of the pushing felt worth it when I heard the doctor announce that baby number one was coming. One final push resulted in a cry and a shout from the doctor, “It’s a boy!”  
 
    I couldn’t enjoy the moment for long because soon I was pushing out baby number two. This one seemed to be giving me more trouble, and as Kinsley made a joke about how this was going to be a “little asshole” just like her, I used my last bit of might to give one final push that finally did the trick.  
 
    “Congratulations. You’ve got yourselves one of each. It’s a beautiful baby girl.”  
 
    “She really is beautiful,” Kinsley said as she leaned down to place a kiss on my cheek. “So are you. I’m so proud of you.”  
 
    Soon, my two beautiful babies were being handed to me. I held them each in my arms and couldn’t believe it was real. As I stared down at them, I could feel my heart growing. The love I experienced in that moment was like nothing I had ever felt before. Then I looked up at my beautiful wife who was already looking down at the three of us with tears in her eyes, and the feeling of love grew even bigger. When our eyes met, the moment became even more charged with emotion.  
 
    The moment was interrupted by the sound of voices coming down the hall. “I think it’s two boys.”  
 
    “I think two girls.”  
 
    “Either way, I’m sure they’re beautiful.” 
 
    “The most beautiful.”  
 
    Mrs. Scott was the first to turn into the room. She put her hand over her mouth as she stopped at the door to look over at us. “My grandbabies. Mom-mom is here.”  
 
    “Don’t forget about grandma,” my mom said as she followed in close behind. She looked at the pink and blue bundles I was holding and put a hand on her heart. “One of both. What are their names?”  
 
    “Yeah. We’ve been waiting forever to find that out. What’s with kids these days turning it into some big secret?” Mrs. Scott added.  
 
    Kinsley laughed as she shook her head. “Technically, we couldn’t name them until we knew what we were having.”  
 
    Her mom rolled her eyes at her. “Oh, come on. That may be true, but we all know you had two boy and two girl names already picked out.”  
 
    “Yes, but it was much more fun making you wait.” Kinsley winked at our moms, then looked down at me as if she was asking permission. I nodded my head to tell her it was okay to go on. “We’d like for you guys to meet Delaney Laurel Harper-Scott and Dylan Lawrence Harper-Scott.”  
 
    “I love it,” my mom said excitedly. “Laurel is your middle name, right, Kinsley?”  
 
    Kinsley nodded, more tears coming to her eyes now. “It is, but we actually chose that because of my grandma.”  
 
    I grabbed Kinsley's hand and squeezed it. “From what I hear, she was an amazing lady. They are lucky to be named after her.”  
 
    “She was amazing, and she adored Kinsley, just like she would have adored you and these little babies,” Kinsley’s mom said as she walked the rest of the way into the room and scooped Delaney into her arms.  
 
    Before I even had time to react, my mom had scooped Dylan out of my other arm, leaving me suddenly baby-less. Kinsley looked down at me and shrugged, and all I could do was shake my head and laugh. We both continued to laugh when we heard more voices coming down the hall, belonging to Leah, Liam, and our dads and siblings. These babies were certainly going to be loved, but no one was going to love them more than their two moms.  
 
      
 
    ***  
 
      
 
    Kinsley held her breath as she carefully laid down Dylan and waited to make sure he was settled, blowing out the breath she was holding when he surprisingly didn’t stir. Two weeks without sleep and she still looked absolutely amazing. I had to wonder what her secret was since I was sure I looked like an absolute mess. I watched as she looked from Dylan to Delaney and smiled when she realized they were actually both asleep.  
 
    “Asleep at the same time,” she whispered as she took my hand. “This hasn’t happened yet.”  
 
    I felt a smirk come onto my face as I grabbed the monitor, and we walked out of the room together. “If I had to guess, I’d say we at least have a good half hour before one of them wakes up. Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” 
 
    Kinsley licked her lips as she lifted one eyebrow. “Oh, I know exactly what you’re thinking.” She gripped my hand even tighter as she pulled me down the hall toward our bedroom.  
 
    Her eyes lit up the same way I imagined mine were when they locked onto our bed, and she wasted no time jumping in. She pulled down the covers and motioned for me to do the same. By the time I was in the bed, she had maneuvered herself into the perfect big spoon position, and I easily eased my body back against hers.  
 
    Kinsley sighed happily as she pulled me tighter up against her. “Man, this might end up being the best power nap I’ve ever had. I can already feel it.”  
 
    “I know, right? Can you imagine any better use of our time?”  
 
    “Absolutely not. This is perfect.” Kinsley was quiet for a minute, but I could tell by the way she was breathing that she wasn’t asleep yet. “This has been quite the adventure, hasn’t it?” she whispered as she leaned forward to place a kiss on my temple.  
 
    I thought about everything we had been through these past five years together. So many ups and downs. Lots of tears, but even more laughter. Bad times that were completely outweighed by the good times. We had both changed so much, but our love for each other remained the same. If anything, it had only gotten stronger. Every mountain we climbed, every river we had to swim across, only helped our love grow even more. If I loved Kinsley this much after only a few years together, I couldn’t imagine how much I would love her once we had spent a lifetime together, but I couldn’t wait to find out.  
 
    I intertwined my fingers with Kinsley’s and somehow found a way to pull our bodies even closer together, saying just one more thing before I finally let myself drift off to sleep: “It has, but the way I see it, all of our greatest adventures are yet to come.” 
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    Our Pregnancy Journey 
 
      
 
      
 
    There are a lot of similarities between our journey and Grace and Kinsley’s, but some big differences as well. My wife and I first went to the fertility clinic in November 2018. After collecting all of the information, we decided to start the process the following January (for insurance purposes). After I completed all of the same testing Grace had, we found out that our fertility clinic required us to see a therapist before they would start the fertility treatment process. Our response was about the same as Kinsley’s, but unlike the two of them, this set us back. We felt uncomfortable with the requirement and took time deciding what we wanted to do. 
 
    That’s when we decided to do at home insemination instead. After doing at-home attempts in May and June, we realized it was too hard for us. Trying to coordinate with our donor and the traveling required to meet with him wasn’t working. It seemed to be too much for all three of us. 
 
    A month or two later, we sucked it up and finally went to see the therapist. It was a great experience and we wondered why we hadn’t just done it earlier. After that was complete, we ordered nine vials of sperm from Xytex Sperm Bank.  
 
    Our first attempt at the fertility clinic was in September 2019. This was a non-medicated, non-monitored attempt. This just means that I tracked my ovulation on my own and let them know when I was ovulating, and they scheduled the Intrauterine Insemination for twenty-four hours after this. We followed this same method for our second fertility clinic attempt in October. 
 
    After two failed attempts, we decided to switch to the monitored and medicated Intrauterine Insemination, which is what Grace and Kinsley did to start. I was given medicine to help my eggs grow and then was monitored with ultrasounds until they reached the correct size. At this point, I took a trigger shot to trigger ovulation and was seen back within a day or two for my insemination. This was what we did in November and December. 
 
    After the December insemination, we experienced a chemical pregnancy just like Kinsley and Grace. The emotions there were real. Even though the doctors and nurses let us know that the chances of a viable pregnancy were very low, it was still hard to not get our hopes up, making the heartbreak that much worse. 
 
    Due to the chemical pregnancy, we couldn’t do an insemination in January. In February, we went back for another monitored and medicated cycle. At this point, we decided to do two more attempts (February and March), then take a break to decide if we wanted to switch to IVF. Luckily, the break never had to happen since we found out at the beginning of March that our prayers had finally been answered. It only took about three positive pregnancy tests and three positive blood tests to convince me it was actually real. Sometimes I still can’t believe it is!  
 
    To anyone who is thinking about starting this journey or is already in the middle of it—don’t give up. It’s hard, and at times it hurts really bad, but it’s worth it.  
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