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FAMILY TREES

 

MACKENZIE FAMILY

Phillip + Jadyn Mackenzie

Chase

Haley

Ryder

Madden “Crusher”

Emersyn

Grandparents: Grandma + Grandpa Mac

 

 

DIAMOND FAMILY

Danny + Lori

(Divorced. Lori married to Van Archibald.)

Devaney “Dani”

Damon

Danny + Jennifer (Edwards)

(Currently married.)

Weston

Easton

Grandparents: Papa + Mimi

 

ARCHIBALD FAMILY

Harold “Tripp” III

 

Vanguard “Van” + Lori

(Melanie, the mother of his children, passed away years ago.)

Baron + Alexa

Halston

Harper

Hunter

Murdock “Doc” + Victoria

Blakely

Bentley

Beau

Poppy + Mark

Willow

Peony + Wilder

 

Rockefeller “Rocky” + Nicole

Ainsley

 













Saturday, December 12th

Incredible joy.

Damon

 


 


It’s crazy to think that when I surprised Ainsley at her graduation, I ended up getting an even bigger surprise. That she’s pregnant. With my baby. And due in just a few months.


I was extremely upset. She was upset I’d found out the way I did.


After a heated conversation, she showed me an ultrasound picture. We opened the gender results together and found out we’re having a girl.


And I couldn’t be happier.


“So, what exactly was your plan? You were heading to Lincoln to see me, then driving back here to move out?” I motion to the packed boxes lined up in the dining room.


“Sammy started packing our clothes last night after he saw where he was going to live,” she says with a chuckle.


“So, you’ll be living in Kansas City,” I say softly, my heart breaking a little.


“And you’ll be living in Lincoln,” she says, staring into my eyes. “I’m sorry.”


“We’ll make it work,” I say firmly. Because we have to. “What would you think about going on a little road trip with me? Like, right now.”


“You look sneaky.” She narrows her eyes at me. “Have you been hiding something?”


I give her a shrug, but can’t help the grin that forms on my face. “I actually do have a surprise of my own. Something I’d like to show you.” When she glances at the boxes, I add, “Unless you need to pack.”


“I’ll pack her stuff,” Sammy says from just inside the front door.


“I thought you were going to lunch with your family?” Ainsley asks him.


“I am,” he says. “But call me crazy for stopping by to check on you first.”


“We’re having a baby,” I say to him, my smile growing wider. “We’re good.”


“Oh, thank the Almighty. I’ve been fretting and pacing this whole time,” Sammy says, rushing across the room and pulling me into a full-body hug. “Congratulations, man.”


“Thanks.” When I turn to look at Ainsley, she’s in tears. Happy ones, I’m pretty sure. “And thanks for being there for her.”


“Little did I know, her supporting my no-alcohol diet was in her best interests,” Sammy says with a laugh.


“So, what’s the plan?” Ainsley asks Sammy, pointing at the boxes.


“First of all, I’m supposed to tell you that your mom went home. She said she’d see you whenever. I’m going to meet my family for lunch. My brother is staying here with me tonight. We’re going to pack everything tomorrow, then load it up in our cars and take it to our new place. You don’t have to lift a finger.”


“That’s really nice of you,” Ainsley says. “What do you think we should do with all the furniture?”


“Oh, I’m brilliant,” Sammy says. “I made a deal with the landlord. Whoever is moving in next wants the place furnished, so he’s buying all our stuff. Anything we leave—from pots to pans to furniture. We’ll only take clothes and personal belongings.”


“That makes me feel better,” Ainsley says. “It won’t be nearly as much.”


“I know,” Sammy replies. “I was thinking of putting it in storage, but there’s no reason to pay for that when we won’t need it for quite a while.”


I smile at Ainsley. My pregnant Ainsley. I still can’t believe it.


I’m going to be a dad.


She turns to me and grins. “That means we can leave now.”


“Where are you going?” Sammy asks.


“Kansas City,” I tell him. “I may have a little secret of my own.”


Sammy narrows his eyes at me and tilts his head. “I’m intrigued.”


“I’ll tell you as soon as I know,” Ainsley says to Sammy.


“And with that,” I say, picking up her bag, “shall we?”


“Yeah, we should,” she says, grabbing her car keys.


After more hugs from Sammy, I carry her bag to the car.


“I’ll lead, you follow?” she asks once she’s settled into the driver’s seat.


“Always,” I reply with a kiss.


 


Once we’re out on the highway, I give my mom a call.


“So, how’d it go?” she asks.


“We’re having a girl,” is the first thing I blurt out. “Oh shit. Don’t tell anyone. That’s probably something we should announce together.”


“Yes, you should, but I’m thrilled for you.”


“She did it for me,” I say softly. “So I wouldn’t have any distractions during my first season. Or a scandal.”


“And are you two okay?” Mom asks gently.


“Yeah, in fact, we’re driving to Kansas City now. In our own cars. Anyway, I wondered if we could spend the night with you. I could cook something.”


“Your father and Jennifer are joining us for dinner tonight. We’ll have plenty of food. Are you—is she—ready to announce her pregnancy to the family?”


“Based on what she said earlier, yes. I think she’ll be happy to share our good news.”


“I’m so proud of you,” Mom says. “You must have handled the situation with finesse.”


“Ehh, I chewed her out. Told her I’d sue her for custody if I had to.”


“Oh my!” Mom exclaims, sounding a little breathless. “What did she say to that?”


“That she wouldn’t expect anything else. When she said that, it literally stopped me in my tracks. Then she explained why she did what she did. I listened, like you’d suggested. And even though I don’t agree, I understand. And we’re happy. Hell, I’m ecstatic.”


“And why are you coming here?”


“Well, as you know, I’ve been keeping a secret of my own.”


“It’s not quite the same. I’d call it more of a surprise.”


“Probably, but tonight, I’m going to show her. And since you’re close by—”


“And here I was, hoping you just wanted to see us,” Mom teases.


“That too,” I tell her. “Thanks for your advice today. I really appreciate it. And try to act surprised when you see her.”


“I have a feeling surprised isn’t what I’ll be feeling,” Mom says.


“What will you be feeling?” I wonder, hoping she won’t be pissed.


“Overcome with incredible joy, I would suspect,” she answers.


Which makes me so happy.


“All right, we’ll see you soon.”


 


Once I disconnect the call, I call Ainsley.


“Hey,” I say.


“So, what’s this big secret?” she asks.


“It’s kinda like what you just did to me in a way. One of those things you’re going to have to see to believe.” I let out a chuckle. “Also, are you okay with us having dinner with my parents tonight? And spending the night at Mom and Van’s?”


“Of course. Do you want to tell them, like, now?” she asks.


“I think all you’ll have to do is walk in the room, and they’ll know.”


“True,” she says with a laugh.


“That’s why I asked if you were okay with staying there.”


“Now that you know, I can’t wait to tell everyone.”


“Excellent,” I say. “So, do you want to talk the whole way there?”


“Um, no,” she says seriously. “I need to listen to my music and just … well, soak in the fact that you actually know now.”







A new beginning.

Ainsley

 


 


Damon takes the lead once we arrive in Kansas City since I don’t know exactly where Van’s new house is.


About twenty minutes later, we’re outside of a nondescript gate.


Damon pulls up to a box and presses some buttons, and the gate opens. Then we drive down a paved road that curves its way through a grass- and tree-filled area. I see some roofs in the distance, but the large majority of it is undeveloped. I remember Damon telling me that his dad and Jennifer had bought a plot here so that she could have enough garages for her cars and closets for her clothes.


We pass a few homes before he parks on the side of the road and gets out of the car. I follow suit, and by the time I am ready to get out, he’s opening my car door for me, taking my hand, and leading me out into the grass.


“Why are we standing in the middle of nowhere?” I tease.


“I wanted you to see this,” he says. “This piece of property consists of four acres overlooking the lake. Remember on the Fourth of July when I told you I was thinking about buying land here?”


I take in the trees dotting the area, the beautiful view of the lake. The clean, fresh scent of the breeze. And my mind starts going, imagining what kind of home I would build on a lot like this—the aesthetics of the exterior, the cozy spaces inside. A big family kitchen and a deck with lake views.


“Pretty, huh?” Damon asks, his thumb brushing across my fingers.


“It’s … I want to say spectacular because the view is, but that seems too grand of a word for this place. It feels warm, friendly, natural.”


He turns to face me, cups my cheeks in his hands, and holds my gaze. “And it’s ours. Do you like it?”


“Like it? I love it. And I love you,” I say, leaning in for a kiss.


When my belly bumps against him, he backs away slightly, placing his hand on it. “I love you so much. I can’t believe we’re having a baby.”


He kisses me.


But it feels like so much more than a kiss.


It feels like a new beginning.


Of us.


Of our love.


Of our commitment to each other.


“I can see it,” he says, murmuring into my hair. “You, me, and our little girl. This land. A home filled with laughter and love.”


“A whole life,” I say with a contented sigh.


“One that you design?” he asks.


“To be honest, I don’t want to design a whole house. But it would be fun for us both to have some say in the floor plan. In fact, what direction are we facing? Do you know?”


“I don’t, but let me look at the compass on my phone.”


I take the phone from his hand and watch the pointer turn north. “Okay, so the back faces almost straight east, the front west.”


“Is that good?” he asks, looking a little worried.


“It’s perfect.” I take his hand and lead him toward the center of the lot and point toward the lake. “Imagine the sun rising over the lake each morning. Soft golden light will pour into the kitchen and breakfast area if it’s situated in the back of the house. A deck outside would be the perfect place to start our day.”


“I can picture a house full of kids running around in their pajamas, me cooking waffles,” he says dreamily.


“With caramel sauce,” I reply with a smile, squeezing his hand.


“Of course,” he says. “And if we wanted a pool someday, would it get sun?”


“Great morning sun, but by midday, the house would provide some shade, which would be a good thing.”


He twirls me around. “And what about the front of the house?”


“I feel like we have to have a porch. It would be a bit hot on summer afternoons. But I can picture warm evenings, a nightly cocktail hour, watching the sunset in brilliant glowing pinks and oranges.”


“You make it sound perfect,” he says. “So, I did good?”


“You did better than good, Damon. You don’t even realize how perfect this is. The orientation of a home is everything. Half the time, clients forget about it and end up with kitchens that are dark in the morning or living rooms that never get natural light. But this”—I sweep my hand across the lot, already dreaming of designing the interior—“is quite dreamy.”


Damon stares into my eyes, emotion showing on his face as he places one hand on my belly and one hand on my neck. “We’re building our forever here.”


“We are. And speaking of forevers, I think we need to talk about the name our baby will have forever. This feels like the perfect spot to do so. Do you have any suggestions?”


“Believe it or not, I thought about it a lot when Dad and Jennifer were picking out names for Easton and Weston. I’ve always thought Landry would be a cool name.”


“That’s different, but I really like it. Is there a meaning behind it? A family name?”


He chuckles. “Landry was the last name of a great Dallas football coach.”


“Your sister told me that her name, Devaney, was the last name of a Nebraska coaching legend. Are you wanting to continue that tradition?”


“Not necessarily. Do you have names you like?”


“Don’t laugh, but I was thinking Lakelyn could be cute since, you know, we met and conceived at a lake.”


“Lakelyn Diamond,” he says, tilting his head.


“Except I don’t love it with your last name for some reason. Lakelyn Archibald Diamond sounds good—”


“But is it too much?” Damon asks.


“A little maybe. Ozark Diamond is a no-go as well.”


His eyes go wide and sparkle, and a grin forms on his handsome face. Really, it’s like his whole being just lights up. Usually, when he gets that look, it’s because he’s about to say something naughty.


I wag my finger in front of him. “Don’t you dare say you want to name her Seven after the seventh hole or anything related to golf.”


“Actually, I was thinking about the name Summer. It fits. I mean, it’s like our story. The summer we went to the lake. The summer we fell in love.”


“The summer she changed our lives,” I say, tearing up. “Summer Diamond.”


He wipes my tears and smirks. “It’s either that or Butterfly.”


Which causes me to chuckle. “Summer Diamond is really pretty.” But then he scrunches up his face, so I go, “What?”


“Well, shoot. We haven’t thought this through yet. We’ve got to consider nicknames. Bad ones, specifically. Let’s see. Sum. Mer. Summit. Summo. Yo, Summo!”


“Is this actually a thing?”


“Heck yeah. I might not have thought of it before, but then my mom married a doctor named Richard Rash.”


“Well, that’s cool. Was he, like, a skin doctor?”


“Plastic surgeon, but it’s not about that. What’s a common nickname for Richard?”


“Uh, Rich?”


“Try again,” he says.


“Oh, like, did they call him Rick-hard? Like Rock-hard. I would think a guy would love that.”


He shakes his head at me when I suddenly remember.


“My uncle has a friend named Richard. They call him Dick. Ohhhhh. I see. ’Cause, like, a penis, right? Or that he’s just a jerk, a dick, kind of thing?”


“Put the names together,” he says with a smile.


“Like, Dick Rash? Oh shit.” I burst with laughter.


“See, this stuff is serious,” he says to me, his eyebrows raised.


“Which means?” I ask, trying to stifle my laughter.


“Summer it is,” he says, pulling me into a hug and giving me a kiss to seal the deal. “The sun’s about to set, and it’s getting cold. Let’s get over to Mom and Van’s and get warmed up.”


 


We get in our cars, and I follow Damon a little way down the road and park behind him in the driveway of a lovely home. The other houses we passed were more traditional, but this one has a modern flair with wood accents on the front, making it quite welcoming.


Damon takes my hand as I get out of the car, then points to some kind of exotic car in the driveway. “That’s my car,” he says, a huge smile on his face.


“That orange thing?”


“Yeah.”


“When did you get it? Why don’t you drive it? It’s gorgeous. What is it?”


“I got it for my seventeenth birthday. I call her my Outrageous Orange Baby. She’s a Lamborghini Murciélago LP640. And I can tell you that my dad did not pick it out. Jennifer did. And I’m quite thankful for her.”


“I’ll bet.”


“And I didn’t want to take it to school because, well, it’s pretty flashy. And I didn’t want to be known for that.”


“You’re very humble, Damon. It’s one of the things I love about you.”


“Oh, so you love me?”


“I do. Amazing that I fell in love with you without knowing about your Outrageous Orange Baby.”


He rolls his eyes and grins. “Another thing the car tells me is that Jennifer and Dad are here tonight without my little sisters and they know we’re crashing their dinner.”


“Are you ready for this?” I ask him.


“To tell them? Yeah. I feel a little bad though. I feel like we should have gifts for them or something.”


“I think, typically, those are given before the mom is showing to sort of make it seem real.” I point to my belly. “This is looking pretty real.”


“You’re right.” He grabs the belt ties hanging off my coat and ties the coat shut in the front. “Why don’t I say something about a surprise and you take your coat off to show them?”


“Okay.”


When we are standing in front of the door, he says, “Are you ready? Normally, I’d do a little knock and walk right in, but let’s ring the bell instead.” He kisses my forehead, then pushes the button.


The door opens, everyone standing in the entry.


Jennifer goes, “Surprise! I brought your car! Thought you might want to see her!”


Damon’s face breaks out in a beaming smile, and he goes, “Surprise! I brought the woman who is having my baby. Thought you might want to see her.”


Jennifer’s eyes go wide, and it seems to be taking everyone a few moments to process the information—until I untie my coat.


Damon’s mom is there in a flash. Of course, she already knows.


Her hand immediately goes to my bump, and tears fill her eyes. “We’re going to be grandparents.”


Van gives me a hug and whispers, “I’m thrilled for you two. Just wondering why you waited so long to share the news.”


I don’t really get a chance to answer since we’re getting hugs and congratulations from everyone. But I can tell they are wondering the same thing Van is.


Finally, he says, “Why don’t we go sit down? Ainsley graduated this morning, so I’m sure it’s been a long day.”


We’re led into a large gathering room, attached to a gourmet kitchen with two massive marble-clad islands, and sit on comfortable couches flanking a two-story stone fireplace.


Very quickly, Van is setting two bottles of champagne and flutes on the coffee table.


“I think a toast is in order,” he says.


“You’re quite pregnant,” Damon’s dad blurts out.


“How far along are you?” Jennifer asks. “And when are you due?”


Damon squeezes my hand in solidarity as I say, “Thirty weeks,” at the same time he says, “February the twenty-second.”


“You should also know that Damon just found out about the pregnancy today,” I add.


“What? Why?” Jennifer asks.


Damon’s dad shakes his head, trying to understand—or possibly because he’s a bit pissed.


Although Van asked me why I waited, he didn’t act as shocked, and I have a sneaking suspicion he was either told or informed in advance.


“I wanted Damon to get through the season without a distraction, is why,” I reply.


“But he’s the father!” Jennifer exclaims.


“Look,” Damon says, “we know the situation is a bit unusual, but Ainsley knows me. She knew if she told me, I’d immediately propose. I’d want to transfer schools. I’d upend my life and possibly my career.”


“And I was right,” I say. “Today, he suggested that we get married immediately and that he was pretty sure Kansas would take him so we could be together.”


Damon’s dad’s eyes go wide. “You can’t transfer,” he says.


“I can and will do whatever I want with my life, Dad,” he says. “Just like you did.”


“But you’ve worked so hard. You and Chase are magic together. You’re going to the playoffs.”


Van interrupts, “Why don’t we toast to the fact that our family is being blessed by a new baby before we get into the logistics of things?”


I smile gratefully at him.


He uncorks both bottles, then says, “This one has had the alcohol removed,” as he fills a flute, and hands it to me.


Damon says, “I’ll have the same.”


And surprisingly, so does his dad.


Once all our hands are filled with glasses, Damon’s mom says, “Ainsley, in case you haven’t noticed, our family tree is a little mixed up, and our relationships are a little unconventional, but despite it all, we know the love of family is the most important gift in life. And we can’t wait to share all this love with our new little grandbaby. Congratulations.”


Jennifer smiles. “It’s pretty crazy if you think about it, but I love crazy. And we’re going to be grandmas, Lori! First grandbaby on this side, goodness. Spoiled rotten, I’m just saying. Congrats!”


We’re all taking a drink when a very distinguished-looking gentleman comes out—one I’m assuming is their chef—and places a large charcuterie board on the coffee table in front of us.


And thank goodness because I’m starving. I don’t even wait, just grab a warm cheese-filled, bacon-wrapped date and shove it into my mouth.


“Oh, this is so good,” I mutter.


Jennifer looks directly at me. “This is not meant to be an interrogation, but I have to ask because I’m dying to know. What’s the plan? Do you have one?”


“Um, well, the plan—if Uncle Tripp will let me keep my job once he finds out I’m pregnant—is that when I’m in Kansas City, working, I’ll be living in the carriage house behind my mom’s. My best friend and college roommate, Sammy, is going to live in the guest suite, so when Damon and I are apart, I’ll have him and my mom to help out.”


“Hey, don’t forget us,” Jennifer says.


Lori nods in agreement. “You’ll probably have more help than you need.”


“I think I’m okay with that,” I say with a smile.


“And of course, we’ll be commuting back and forth between there and Lincoln,” Damon adds. “During the offseason and while the baby is younger, I’ll be coming home a lot. It’s only for a couple of years though. As you all know, I plan to graduate in December of my junior year and will hopefully get drafted the following spring. The baby will be two then, and based on what her uncle said, at that point, Ainsley will be able to work from anywhere.”


“And we’ll all move together when Damon gets drafted,” I say. “And kinda like your family tree, we know it’s a little unconventional to live apart, but we plan to make it work and hope to have your support.”


“Selfishly, I’m thrilled my grandbaby will be here,” Damon’s mom says with a twinkle in her eye.


I nudge Damon. “Maybe you should show them the ultrasound photo.”


The sound of yes fills the air, and I can’t help but smile. Actually, I kind of feel like crying.


It’s been such an emotional day. My mom bringing me a new dress to wear to graduation, graduating from college, Damon showing up, and all that has transpired since.


I feel like I’ve been holding my breath since that night when I decided not to tell him, and now I’m finally able to exhale.


Damon hands his mom the photo. Jennifer leaps up and rushes to stand behind his mom, her eyes shimmering with tears.


“Do you know the sex?” Jennifer asks.


“We do,” Damon replies with a wide grin.


“Do we get to know before the baby is born?” his dad asks.


“You do,” Damon says. “It’s a—”


“Wait!” Jennifer yells. “You can’t just blurt it out, Damon, for goodness’ sake. We all have to at least guess first.”


“Uh, okay,” he says.


I stifle a smile, then grab a cracker and a couple of the prosciutto-wrapped cantaloupe bites. I’m pretty sure Damon and I are the only ones eating anything.


“All right, Ainsley,” Jennifer says, “please, stand up. Let us get a look at you.”


“What for?” Damon asks.


“So we can see how she’s carrying the baby, of course,” Jennifer replies.


“Ah,” Damon says, but I don’t really have a clue.


I finish chewing my food, then do as she asked and stand up.


“Side view, please,” she says, studying me. “Hmm, usually, girls are carried higher and boys lower. You’re kind of in between.”


“What have you been craving?” Damon’s dad asks. “Sweet or savory?”


“Um, both,” I answer.


“Biggest things you’ve craved,” Van clarifies.


“I’d say comfort foods. Chinese with sweet sauce, enchiladas, pizza, hot wings. Caramel.”


Damon grins at me when I say that, and I know he’s now thinking back to all the things I ate in the Ozarks and when I visited him.


“I’m not asking what you weigh, but how much weight you’ve gained so far,” Jennifer says.


“Twenty-two pounds,” I reply.


“Anyone else have any questions?” Everyone shakes their head, so she says, “Okay, let’s go around the table. Van, what’s your guess?”


“Boy,” he says.


“Danny?”


“Boy,” he says.


“How about you, Lori?” Jennifer asks.


“Well, the comfort food made me think boy, but I’ve been watching her charcuterie choices, and she’s chosen sweet dates, chocolate, and fruits. So, I’m going to have to go with girl. What about you, Jenn?”


“She’s positively radiant. I looked that way with my girls. I literally rolled out of bed and looked in the mirror and was happy with what I saw. My hair was rich and thick. Skin was perfection. I, too, craved sweet things. So, I’m all in on girl, except that she’s carrying lower than I did. Oh! Wait! What’s the baby’s heart rate, and how bad was your morning sickness?”


“No. No,” Uncle Van says, “you can’t ask more questions—or if you do, we have the right to change our guesses as well.”


“Okay, you can change,” Jennifer quickly agrees.


“I was nauseous some, but really wasn’t sick.”


“Well, shoot,” Jennifer says, “that’s a big one.” She lets out a sigh. “I’m going to have to agree with the boys and guess that it’s a boy.”


Damon looks at me and smiles. “Tell them.”


“It’s a little girl,” I say, beaming.


“Oh,” Jennifer says. “I shouldn’t have asked for more information and gone with my gut instinct. But the good news is, I have so many girl clothes! And we got so many amazing gifts that a lot of them have never even been worn. If you’d like to take a look at them.”


Damon’s mom gives Jennifer a glance.


“Oh, you want to shop, don’t you?” she says to Damon’s mom.


“Most definitely,” she replies then turns to me. “We’d love to host a baby shower for you and if you’d like help with the nursery, we’re here.”


“I haven’t planned anything,” I admit. “Or bought anything. I wanted to wait until Damon knew so we could do it together.”


“And it will have to wait a little longer,” Damon says. “We both have finals this week, she’s got to get settled in her new place, and I’ve got to prepare for our next game.”


“Sounds like with how busy you both are, you should let us help,” Jennifer offers with a big grin. “Lori and I are good shoppers. Actually, that’s not true. Lori and Jadyn are the experts when it comes to that, but I do like to tag along.”


“I’d love the help,” I tell them. 


“Are we the first to know?” Jennifer asks.


“My roommate, Sammy, guessed about a month ago. And I had to tell my mom yesterday. I was planning to drive to Lincoln after graduation to tell Damon, but then he surprised me by showing up.”


“And got a bit of a surprise himself!” Jennifer hoots.


“Yes, I did,” Damon says. “An amazing one. You all know how much I love kids.”


“I would have been pissed,” his dad says.


“I was initially,” Damon replies. “But we talked through everything, and all is good.”


The chef comes out and says, “If you’re ready for dinner.”


“Oh, yes, of course,” Damon’s mom says, like she forgot all about it.


And she might have.


She and Jennifer are very excited.


 


We move to a round table off the kitchen and sit down. Food is already on the table, served family-style.


“Tonight, we have a fresh green salad with pears and candied pecans, pork roast, buttered fingerling potatoes, maple-glazed roasted sweet potatoes, French onions, and a savory reduction sauce, paired with a sparkling water and a decadent Cabernet Franc. Bon appétit.”


And then they do something my uncle Van’s family has always done—hold hands while Van says a thankful grace.


There’s a toast to my graduation, and then it’s a blur of passing plates and eating.


After a bit, Uncle Van says to me, “What did you think of the land Damon purchased?”


“It’s stunning. The view of the lake, all the trees. And I love that no matter where he ends up getting drafted, we’ll have a home base here.”


“When are you planning to break ground?” Jennifer asks.


I turn to look at Damon in question because we didn’t discuss that part.


“Right away,” he says. “The builder would love to get the basement in before the ground freezes.”


“Right away?” I ask.


“Yeah, if he can do that, the house will be ready about this time next year.”


“And he’ll get it done,” Van says. “This is the only construction project I’ve had that was done on time.”


 


After dinner, the guys go out to have a cigar in Damon’s honor, and once they are all outside on the covered porch with a fire roaring, Damon’s mom leads Jennifer and me into a cozy study and says, “Of course they are in a celebratory mood, but I’m sure Danny will be asking Damon a whole lot of questions.”


“Like why I didn’t tell him?” I ask, taking a seat across from Jennifer and Damon’s mom, who both sit down on a love seat.


“I’d bet it’s more about how he’s going to juggle things,” Jennifer suggests.


“I’m sure he’ll tell them what I told him. That it makes sense for me and the baby to be in Kansas City while he finishes school. In my mind, Daddy’s, you know, away for work for the week. Or something like that. Trust me, I understand completely how important it is that he focus right now on his career. I told him it will be a blip in our life.”


“Have you talked about getting married?” Jennifer asks, but then she adds, “Not that I think you need to.”


“We did discuss it.”


“And?” Damon’s mom wonders.


“He asked me to marry him. Actually, he’s been asking me to marry him—make that telling me we’re getting married—since Chase and Dani’s wedding. I just don’t think we need to rush all that right now.” I pat my belly. “We have more pressing matters.”


“We can talk about your dream wedding though,” Jennifer says, doing a little happy clap while a delighted smile spreads across her face.


“Well, I’ve always wanted to get married on New Year’s Eve,” I admit. “All the sparkle and glamour, mixed with the start of something new.”


“Oh,” Damon’s mom says.


“Right?” I say with a shrug. “It would be tough, if not impossible, to do that with playoff games that time of year. Certainly not going to happen this year. He’s got games to prep for, and I only have a few months to get ready for the baby.”


“You really haven’t gotten anything so far?” Jennifer asks. “Not even, like, a stuffed animal or a cute, frilly little dress.”


“Nothing,” I say pathetically.


“Oh, we need to fix that, Lori,” Jennifer says.


Lori grins. “Are you looking forward to designing the nursery, Ainsley?”


“Of course, but as Damon mentioned, finals start on Monday. I have projects to turn in, need to study, take my final test, then get moved back here. And I really need to talk to Uncle Tripp about my job—see if he’ll still want to hire me, knowing that I’m pregnant. I’m supposed to start next week. I know I should’ve told him before I took the job, but I was stuck.”


“And we’re going straight into the holidays,” Jennifer says.


“Yeah, it’s a little overwhelming.”


“Would you allow us to help you?” Damon’s mom asks. “There’s a boutique I’ve been to with your cousin Alexa a few times, and I will admit to dreaming of grandchildren when I’m in there. Maybe we could take you?”


“And we’d love to gift you the nursery,” both Jennifer and Damon’s mom say at the same time.


They stop, look at each other, and start laughing.


I laugh too. “Well, seeing as we’re probably going to need two of them, that might work out fabulously. My job, if I get to keep it, will require me to be in the office here in Kansas City a couple of days a week. So, in theory, I’d drive up with the baby to Lincoln, or Damon would come down here on weekends. I think a three-hour drive with a baby is going to be stressful enough without having to pack up everything she’ll need for each trip.”


Jennifer grins big, causing Damon’s mom to go, “You’re up to something.”


She giggles. “I may have a secret of my own. And I haven’t told Danny yet because I want to surprise him. So, you guys have to promise me that you won’t tell him.”


“I promise,” I say while Lori goes, “What did you do?”


“I bought my own jet,” Jennifer says.


“What?! When?” Lori asks.


“I know, right? We’ve been lucky enough to tag along on Jadyn and Phillip’s plane, but now that the girls are a little older and I’ve been traveling more internationally for work, I decided it makes sense. And as you know, I’ve never really spent any of the money I’ve earned. And I’m trying not to feel guilty about it, but I want to be able to take Danny and the girls with me comfortably. I want them to see the world. And, Ainsley, I want to let you know that when I’m not using it, I will still be paying my pilots, and it will sit in a hangar, and I think traveling back and forth to Lincoln would be much easier and safer in it than driving. So, you and Damon are welcome to use it at your convenience.”


“Wow, that is amazing. Thank you,” I say.


Damon’s mom slips her arm around Jennifer and pulls her into a squeeze. “Congratulations,” she says. “I’m proud of you.”


“For spending way too much money on a total luxury and very conspicuous consumption?” Jennifer replies.


“You did it for the right reasons. To make your family more comfortable. Having flown commercial with our kids over the years to Danny’s events while he was on the team’s private plane was, in one word, exhausting. And stressful. And although I was always glad to even have the opportunity to be there and the kids were always well behaved, it was a lot.”


“Thank you,” she says, beaming.


“I heard you have some really pretty cars,” I say to Jennifer.


“Oh, I do. Did Damon tell you that we’re building out here? And we’ve talked Phillip into it too. He bought the lot across the street from us.” Her eyes get huge, and she slaps her hand over her mouth. “Shit! Forget I said that! It’s supposed to be a surprise. Jadyn doesn’t know yet and won’t know until their anniversary in January.”


“I guess I fit into the family well,” I tease.


“I’m thrilled you’ll be living close,” Damon’s mom says to her, then turns to me. “And speaking of Jadyn, I have a stack of house plans for Damon. Do you want to look at them?”


“Maybe in the morning?” I ask.


“I bet you’re tired,” Jennifer says. “I could barely make it till nine when I was pregnant, and I’ve always been a night owl.”


“How about some dessert, and then I’ll show you up to your room?” Damon’s mom asks.


“I’d love that. Thank you.”


While she’s in the kitchen, I take a moment to glance at my phone and see a text from my mom.


Mom: You doing okay?


Me: Yes, I am. We told his parents, and they’re thrilled. Is it okay if I fill you in tomorrow?


Mom: Of course. Just wanted to check on my baby.


Me: I love you.


Mom: So, can I share the news with the world?!


Me: That’s the real reason for your text, isn’t it?


Mom: Kinda.


Me: Can you wait until Monday? I want Chase, Dani, and Haley to hear it from us first. Then maybe we can send out a text to the rest of the family.


Mom: Sounds good.


Me: But you can tell Hayes if you want.


Mom: Oh, thank you! I’m so excited!


 


“I’m exhausted,” I say, sliding into bed next to Damon.


“Me too,” he replies.


“How were the cigars? Your mom expected your dad to ask you a lot of questions.”


“And he did,” Damon says, rolling his eyes.


“Good way or bad way?”


“Just a lot of questions we don’t have the answers to yet, you know. I just found out myself, so while you and I have sort of mapped out a plan, I haven’t had the time to wrap my head around it all.”


“I heard a couple of secrets tonight,” I tell him.


“Like what?”


“That Jadyn sent your house plans here.”


“Did she? That’s amazing. She was going to email them to me. I was planning to show you all of this over the holidays and thought we could pick one out and decide when to commence construction. But now I’m really glad the builder suggested getting it going this year instead of waiting. Things work out sometimes that way. Like the universe knows before you do and guides your decisions. I can’t wait to pick one out with you tomorrow.”


“I can’t wait either. This all feels like a dream.”


“You’re having my baby. We’re in love. And we’re going to build a house for our future. I’d say we’re quite lucky,” he says.


I give him a kiss, then lay my head on his shoulder.
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“You were out so fast last night,” I say to Ainsley when she finally wakes up.


“I’ve never been more tired in my life since being pregnant. And I’m sure it’s nothing compared to what it will be like when the baby is born.”


I kiss her. Put my hand on her belly. “I love you.”


“I love you too.”


We kiss some more. Things get a bit heated.


“I’ve never had sex with a pregnant woman,” I stupidly say. I was thinking about it and didn’t really mean to just blurt it out. “When Jennifer was near the end of her term, she caught me and Chase talking about how sex must be impossible when a woman is that pregnant. She laughed and told us you just have to be more creative. That sort of grossed us out, so we didn’t ask further.”


She grins at me. “You do realize you’ve been having sex with a pregnant woman all semester.”


“Oh my gosh, you’re right. I have.”


“And it has been quite a while since we were together,” she coos as she slides her hand down my chest.


“That I know. Eighty-three days, to be exact.”


“I can’t believe you know that,” she says as her hand slips down further.


 


“Well, it worked just fine,” she says after.


“Yes, it did,” I reply, my grin growing wider.


“You’re going to have to
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