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      When Megan imagined life as a married woman, it didn’t start at six a.m. each day with Beethoven’s Fifth and a thermometer. The alarm interrupted her dream, and she wanted to roll over and burrow deeper into sleep. But any movement would raise her basal body temperature and skew the reading.

      Trent leaned over to turn off the alarm, jostling the bed. Megan’s eyes burned from lack of sleep, but she forced them open against the sandpaper begging her to keep them closed. Maybe packing until two a.m. hadn’t been such a good idea.

      “Open wide and say ‘ah,’” Trent teased, slipping the thermometer under her tongue.

      He thought he was so clever.

      Trent rolled out of bed and changed into his running clothes. Really, today? Surely moving gave her a free pass from their daily run. He’d moved on to stretching by the time the thermometer beeped. Ninety-six point seven degrees. She didn’t have to look at the chart in her phone to know she still wasn’t ovulating. Her temperature hadn’t peaked once in eight months.

      “I’m ready to brave the cold when you are,” Trent said cheerfully from where he stretched out his calf muscles against the door-frame.

      She wasn’t going to obsess about infertility. Not today. After five and a half years, she could afford to take a few hours off, especially with so many other things taking up brain space right now.

      “Don’t you think we should skip the run?” Megan asked. “We still have half the house to pack.” They’d signed the papers two days ago, but the new owners agreed they had until five o’clock today to be out.

      “You told me last night that under no circumstances should I let us skip our run today. You said if we did, it’d be easier to skip tomorrow.” He leaned down and kissed her on the lips. “Let’s go.”

      She had said that. Curses.

      They were out the door within minutes. The brisk March air, so cold it took her breath away, made Megan long to be in her warm bed. Even packing sounded better than this. She hated running, but it helped keep her weight down—a necessity for favorable results when undergoing fertility treatments—and she loved spending time with Trent. Even though they were officially “on a break” from treatments, she couldn’t let her daily rituals slide, or they’d lose ground when they started again.

      They ran in silence for nearly ten minutes, mostly uphill toward campus. Megan mentally cataloged all the things she’d rather do: pack up the rest of their things, load everything up, clean the house for the new owners. “You’re leaving to pick up the moving truck as soon as we get home, right?” Her words came in tiny puffs, clouds of condensation appearing with each breath.

      “Megan, relax. Take this all in for a moment.” Trent’s breathing wasn’t even labored. How annoying. There was no justice in the world. They’d been running almost every day for more than two years, but Megan still sucked at it. “This is the last time we’ll run this path,” Trent continued. “Enjoy it.”

      He was right. For the rest of the run she tried to soak in the view, but it only brought up painful reminders of how much she would miss the small town of Logan. There was the music hall, where Trent had picked her up after so many classes. The student center, where they’d first met. The statue of the A, where they’d stood so she could become a “true Aggie” by kissing Trent at midnight under a full moon. Logan was the only city they’d ever known each other in. Here they’d met, dated, married, bought their first house, graduated college … experienced their first disappointments as a couple. Megan’s breaths came in ragged gasps, sending sharp pains through her chest.

      “Are you going to miss it?” she asked as they rounded the road to their home.

      “I’m ready to move on. I have a good feeling about this, Meg.”

      She glanced over at Trent and had to smile. His tall, lean body made running look effortless, and a scruffy beard and kind eyes complimented the country twang she adored. Most would call him average, but he had always been handsome to her.

      The heat of the town house burned after growing used to the frigid air, and her hands tingled as they started to thaw. They weaved through the boxes littering their living room and headed toward the kitchen.

      “I’m leaving to pick up the moving truck.” Trent grabbed his wallet and keys off the kitchen table.

      “Want me to drive you?”

      “Nah. It’s only a mile away—I’ll run.”

      “Sure. It’s not like we just ran five miles.”

      Trent grinned, giving her a quick kiss. “Be back soon.”

      Megan prepared her breakfast with a scowl. Too bad she didn’t love running and eating healthy like Trent did. Instead she spent her mornings gagging down half a supposedly fertility-inducing grapefruit and three pills—a prenatal vitamin, folic acid, and Metformin. The Metformin helped with her insulin resistance, a common issue in women with Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome, but tasted awful. She tossed a handful of crackers into her mouth after swallowing to kill the taste and keep the nausea caused by the pills at bay, then started packing. She’d just opened the bottom kitchen cabinets when the front door creaked open.

      “Knock knock,” came a familiar voice.

      Cami. Fan-freakin’-tastic. Of course she’d be the first one to arrive. Megan swallowed, trying to curb the jealousy that roared within her. Nothing had changed—not really. She was happy for Cami.

      “Hey,” Megan said. “Thanks for coming.”

      “What are neighbors for? I’m at your disposal.” Cami removed her winter coat and laid it on a chair. Megan tried not to stare at the way her belly protruded. With each pregnancy she seemed to show sooner.

      Megan forced herself to sound upbeat. “Do you want to wrap the dishes, and I’ll pack them?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Megan handed Cami the bubble wrap and packing tape. “Thanks. I really appreciate the help.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it. I can’t believe this is your last day here.” Cami blinked rapidly, and tears stung Megan’s own eyes.

      Leaving would be harder than she’d expected.

      “I can’t believe it either,” Megan said. It had only been four weeks since Trent accepted the manager job at the car mechanic shop in Riverton. “Trent’s so excited about this promotion. I’m trying to be excited too.”

      Cami’s shirt stretched over her rounded belly as she reached for a baking dish, and Megan looked away. Cami had moved in next door only two months after Megan and Trent bought their town house. At the time, they’d all been newlyweds eager to start a family. When Cami had announced her first pregnancy, Megan was thrilled. Surely she’d follow in Cami’s footsteps soon. When Cami announced her second, it stung. Megan and Trent had been trying almost three years by that point. When Cami announced her third pregnancy a few months ago, it was an anvil to the chest.

      It wasn’t fair. Helpless rage welled in Megan’s chest, and she fought to keep her face impassive. After five and a half years of trying, all she and Trent had to show for their efforts was a stack of doctor’s bills and enough negative pregnancy tests to fill a bassinet.

      “A new beginning will be good for you,” Cami said. “I think you need a change of pace. Maybe in Riverton you can finally slow down and relax.”

      Megan rolled her eyes. Stress was Cami’s favorite explanation for why Megan didn’t have a baby. “Yeah, and if we relax, all our problems will disappear.” As if PCOS—the disease causing Megan’s infertility—would evaporate with a day at the spa.

      “You know I didn’t mean…”

      And there Megan went, being a jerk again. Why couldn’t she keep her comments to herself? “I know. Sorry.” Time to change the subject. “‘Relaxing’ isn’t the word I would use to describe this move.”

      “Uh-oh. Don’t tell me you sold the house to obnoxious people. Were they a pain in the butt to work with? Am I going to have to move to get away from them?”

      Megan laughed. “I got you good neighbors. Promise.” As a real estate agent, Megan had sold dozens of homes over the past few years. Selling her own had been different. Harder. She hadn’t realized how closely her dreams were tied to this house until they’d signed the papers.

      Megan’s phone rang, and she fished it out of her pocket. Trent. “Hey. I thought you’d be home with the moving truck by now.”

      “I’m on my way home. Without the truck.” Weariness saturated the line.

      “What?” She’d called last night and confirmed their reservation. “What’s going on?”

      “I got there, filled out the paperwork, took the keys out to the truck, and it wouldn’t start. They’re sending one up from Bountiful, but it won’t be here for a couple of hours.”

      Megan ran a shaky hand through her hair, her heart racing with panic. “Isn’t there one closer?”

      “No. I made him check. Twice. For the inconvenience, they’re delivering it to the house.”

      “How generous of them. What are we going to do?”

      “There’s nothing we can do. We’ll work quickly when it gets there.”

      As soon as Megan hung up the phone, Cami asked, “What’s wrong?”

      Megan quickly explained the situation. “This will set us back hours, and we’re already on such a tight schedule.”

      “We’ll pick up the pace then.”

      Gratitude flowed through Megan, and for a moment she could almost forget Cami carried a child.

      The moving truck didn’t arrive until after eleven—four hours late. Helpful neighbors filtered in and out of the town house all day, but there were still a handful of boxes in the living room and the old piano to move when Laura and Dale Anderson’s car pulled into the driveway.

      Megan’s stomach dropped. It couldn’t be five already. She grabbed her cell phone. 3:58 p.m. The new owners were an hour early.

      Frustration welled up inside, but Megan stamped it back. They were excited. She’d shown them enough homes before they picked hers to know that. Time to handle this professionally. She was the real estate agent, not the home owner.

      Except she totally was the home owner. And she really wanted the chance to say goodbye to the house in private.

      Megan walked toward Laura and Dale like a condemned prisoner facing her executioners. “I’m so sorry,” Megan told them. “The moving truck arrived four hours late, and we’re running behind. We’ll finish up as quickly as we can.” They still had an hour, after all.

      Dale wrapped an arm around Laura’s waist. “I know we’re a little early. Laura couldn’t wait.”

      “Do you mind if we start moving a few things in?” Laura asked.

      Megan’s smile froze.

      “Laura, hon, leave them alone,” Dale said. “We don’t want to get our boxes mixed up with theirs.”

      “We could put them in a room that’s already been emptied,” Laura said.

      Mine, mine, mine! Megan felt like a petulant child refusing to share. She didn’t want them in her house. Not yet. How would she handle this as a real estate agent? “We still have things scattered everywhere,” she hedged. A blatant lie, but Megan didn’t care.

      “Patience, dear,” Dale said to Laura. “We can wait an hour.”

      “I appreciate it,” Megan said, relaxing. “We’ll hurry.”

      Cami came up behind Megan as Laura and Dale pulled away. “Are those the new owners? A little anxious, aren’t they?”

      “It’s their first home.” Megan stuck her hands into her back pockets and hollered to the moving truck. “Let’s pick it up, Trent.” She was desperate to have a chance to say goodbye.

      Soon the ancient piano, a hand-me-down from Trent’s mother, was the only thing left. Five years ago Megan had insisted it be the first thing into the house, and now it was the last thing out. The wood held countless chips and dings from fifty years of moving trips, and a few stray pen marks decorated the side from when Trent was a toddler with artistic aspirations. It wasn’t the grand piano Megan dreamed of, but it played beautifully. She’d make sure it was the first thing unloaded in Riverton, where she already had new piano students lined up.

      Megan kept glancing at her phone as they rushed to load the last of their belongings. Fifty-eight minutes. Forty-five minutes. Thirty-nine minutes. One by one their friends and neighbors left. As Megan thanked them for their help, her phone burned against her thigh. When everyone but Cami had gone, Megan pulled out her phone. Twenty-two minutes until the house was no longer hers.

      “I guess this is it,” Cami said, tears glistening in her eyes.

      And that’s when it hit Megan. They were really leaving. No more spending lunch breaks at the park with Cami and her daughters. No more complaining about the homeowners association. No more whispering in church.

      Megan pulled Cami into a hug, the growing stomach pressed between them. Megan froze. She loved Cami, but it was good Megan was leaving. Watching Cami’s stomach blossom with new life a third time, while Megan’s remained empty, was unbearable. She’d be a better friend from far away. But she would miss Cami all the same.

      “Thanks so much for your help today,” Megan said.

      “I’m going to miss you. We’ll keep in touch, right?”

      “Absolutely.”

      Cami left, and at last Trent and Megan were alone. The house was theirs for eighteen more minutes. As they wandered through the rooms, a thousand memories assaulted Megan—the carpet in one corner of the living room, slightly discolored from spilled hot chocolate. The pantry door that wouldn’t stay shut because of the broken latch. The living room carpet with permanent creases from where the piano had sat.

      Goodbye. Why was it so hard?

      They ended up in the master bedroom. “Are you okay?” Trent asked, taking Megan’s hand into his.

      “Moving feels like giving up.” She stood in the middle of their empty room, overcome by the urge to sit down and cry. The house felt strange and alien with all the pictures taken down and the furniture absent. So empty. So lifeless. She ran her fingers along the sage green paint until it met with the bathroom door-frame. How many pregnancy tests had come back negative in here? Fifteen? Twenty?

      “We’re not giving up, Megan.”

      “I never imagined we would leave here as a family of two.”

      Trent wrapped his arms around her shoulders. She clutched at his hands, leaning into him.

      “We’ll start over in Riverton,” he said. “Let’s forget all the bad memories and make new ones. Good ones.”

      “I bet we could’ve bought a grand piano with all the money we spent on pregnancy tests.”

      “Let’s not talk about that today.”

      She sighed. “I know, I know. If we can laugh at our infertility, we can live with it.”

      He tapped the tip of her nose with his finger. “And don’t you ever forget it.”

      A knock at the front door interrupted them. Megan checked her cell phone and closed her eyes, wanting to scream in frustration. She still had nine minutes.

      “I’m not ready to leave,” she told Trent. “I need to say goodbye.”

      He gave her a quick kiss. “I’ll distract them for a few more minutes.”

      She wandered alone across the hall. In her mind, this guest bedroom had always been dusted in pink, with a white crib in the corner and a baby mobile crooning a lullaby. In the beginning, when a baby had seemed like a certainty, she’d even purchased a few items on clearance. So many dreams.

      None of them had come true.

      A burst of laughter floated up from the front entryway, stealing the moment from her. Megan looked down at her phone. Five o’clock exactly. This room would now forever belong to what should have been. She gave the nursery one last longing look, then shut the door.

      In the front entryway Laura glowed, her eyes bright with excitement. “Sorry, we didn’t mean to rush you.”

      “I know you’re excited,” Megan said.

      Dale put an arm around Laura’s waist. “For more reasons than one. We found out last week that Laura’s pregnant. I want to hurry and get the furniture brought in so she has somewhere to lie down if she gets tired.”

      Megan inhaled sharply, the revelation a slap in the face. A baby. In this house.

      Not hers.

      “Congratulations,” Megan stammered, her voice shaking. “The room upstairs is perfect for a nursery.”

      It would happen for her. Just not here. She couldn’t give up hope.

      They said their goodbyes, and the door shut behind them with a finality that stung.

      Trent squeezed Megan’s hand. “You okay?” he asked, helping her into his truck.

      She nodded and shut the door. Tears pricked her eyes as she drove away from the home that was no longer theirs. But she refused to look back.

      They weren’t giving up.

      They threw back shakes and bottomless fries at Angie’s Restaurant before heading down the road. Though it was only six o’clock, darkness encompassed the landscape. Snow began to fall as they entered Sardine Canyon. At least she was driving Trent’s four-wheel drive pickup truck instead of the moving truck towing her car. She squinted through the snow, struggling to see Trent’s taillights up ahead. She hoped the moving truck would handle the snow well.

      They were halfway to Brigham City when the pickup truck slowed, pulling to the right. Megan called Trent, irritation making her voice clipped. “I’m pulling over. Something’s wrong with the truck.”

      Outside the snow fell heavily all around, coating her in seconds. The hazard lights clicked from the dashboard, grating on her nerves.

      Trent appeared, flashlight in hand. “You’ve got a flat.”

      Megan groaned. “Seriously?”

      Trent pulled out the jack, positioning it under the truck. Megan knelt down beside him, trying to balance on the balls of her feet so her jeans wouldn’t get wet. She clutched the lug nuts in one frozen hand and a flashlight in the other, blinking snowflakes out of her eyelashes. Things would look better in the morning. If only they could leave behind their infertility as easily as they’d leave behind the difficulties of today. It wasn’t like this day could get any worse.

      And that’s when the flashlight burned out.
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          CHRISTINA

        

      

    

    
      Christina pulled her silver Lexus into the parking lot of Riverside Elementary and killed the engine. 7:30 a.m. on the dot. Weak sunlight illuminated the falling snow, and a thin layer of white blanketed the ground. Thank heaven she’d worn a coat with a hood. If her hair got wet, it would frizz, and that was the last thing she wanted with the principal conducting her yearly evaluation today.

      Inside, she unlocked her classroom door and flipped on the lights, the smell of dry erase markers and disinfectant calming her nerves. Twenty-eight miniature chairs sat on top of twenty-eight miniature desks. Students’ artwork papered the walls and the carpet showed lines from the janitor’s vacuum. A brightly colored bulletin board featured commonly used phrases in both English and Spanish. Christina had spent hours making sure everything was perfect before school started in August, certain this would be her final year teaching. Now she wasn’t so sure.

      Christina was placing reminders about the book drive in student cubbies when the click of heels made her pause. Stacey Applegate, a fellow first grade teacher, walked into the room, her long auburn ponytail bouncing with each step. A full smile, teeth and all, lit up her entire face.

      “Good morning,” Christina said. Stacey had married over Christmas break and was still in the giggly newlywed stage that drove Christina nuts. Stacey would get over the newness of marriage soon enough.

      Stacey bounced on the balls of her feet as her hair continued to swish. If she wasn’t careful, her cheeks would split from all that smiling.

      Christina dropped a slip of paper into the last cubby and gave Stacey her full attention. “What’s up?”

      “I’m pregnant!” Stacey let out a squeal, wrapping her arms around Christina. “Ohmigosh, can you believe it? Me!”

      Christina’s feet were cemented to the berber carpet as rocks tumbled in her stomach. Mechanically, she returned Stacey’s embrace. “Congratulations.” Christina winced, hearing the jealousy in her voice. Hopefully Stacey didn’t. “When did you find out?”

      Stacey’s smile grew impossibly wider. “Yesterday after school. I was like a day late and fah-reaking out because that never happens, and T.J. said to take a test, and I did, and it was positive. It was a total surprise too. I’m on the pill and everything, but sometimes I forget to take it. I’m not very far along, and we haven’t been married a long time like you and Gary, and it wasn’t exactly planned, but we’re excited.”

      Christina gave Stacey her best fake smile. Stacey was so … young. Barely twenty-two, although her maturity level was more concerning than her actual age. The first year of marriage was hard enough, and now Stacey was pregnant on top of everything else? Just like that?

      “I’m happy for you,” Christina said. “How are you feeling?”

      “So far so good. I haven’t puked yet or anything if that’s what you mean. I made an appointment with the doctor, and they don’t need to see me until eight weeks, and since I’m not even five, it’s going to be a while.”

      Well, wasn’t she lucky. She’d probably bypass morning sickness entirely. Why did Stacey’s body function perfectly, when Christina’s screwed up more often than not? She continued to smile, nodding and feigning pleasure at the news.

      Maybe she had no reason to be jealous. She was three days late. At least, she was pretty sure she was late—her periods weren’t regular, so it was hard to be sure. Christina hadn’t taken a test, but maybe she was finally pregnant. She and Gary were definitely ready for a baby, unlike Stacey and T.J.

      Christina’s hope lasted until lunch, and then a quick trip to the restroom squashed it completely. She wasn’t pregnant this month. Again.

      She walked down the hallway, her face hot and legs trembling. So much for using lunch to mentally prepare for her evaluation. All she wanted was to sit at her desk and cry. Hold it together, Christina. She forced a smile as she passed a co-worker in the hallway. Just a few more minutes, and she’d be alone.

      Her classroom door came into focus, the bright yellow butcher paper covered in multicolored hand prints visible even from the end of the hallway. Christina let the tears pool in her eyes. Solitude. That’s all she wanted.

      She crossed the threshold, letting her shoulders slump.

      Not alone. Stacey sat at her desk in the exact position Christina wanted to be—arms on desk, head on arms, shoulders shaking with sobs.

      Christina’s stomach dropped. Why her? Why today?

      Her own tears would have to wait.

      Christina stiffened her spine and walked over to Stacey, placing a hand on her back. “Stacey, what on earth is wrong?”

      Stacey didn’t look up. “What am I doing, Christina?” she asked, the words muffled. “We must be insane to have a baby now. I’m excited, but I’m so scared.”

      This was her big problem? Christina sighed, pulling over a chair. “Stacey, look at me.”

      Stacey straightened, smudged mascara highlighting her swollen eyes.

      “What’s going on? I thought you were happy.”

      Stacey grabbed a tissue and wiped under her eyes, smearing the makeup even more. New tears appeared. “Of course I’m happy but the timing is so bad. T.J.’s still in school, and we live in a crappy one-bedroom apartment, and I barely make enough money to pay the interest on all my student loans. We’re practically at poverty level and can’t afford a baby.”

      Christina closed her eyes, fighting down the jealousy. She and Gary could afford a baby. They could afford three or four easily. So why did Stacey get pregnant accidentally, and Christina couldn’t even get pregnant on purpose?

      “Stop crying,” Christina said sternly. “You’re going to be a great mother. This baby will be loved and cared for. You can do this.”

      The tears had slowed down at least. Stacey’s eyes begged for reassurance. “Do you really think so?”

      The crazy thing was Christina did. She smiled, pushing the box of tissues closer to Stacey. “You take care of twenty-five six-year-olds every day. After teaching, a baby will be a cake walk. Now dry your eyes. Lunch will be over in a few minutes.”

      Stacey laughed. It was shaky, but happy too. “You always know the right thing to say.” She walked over to the mirror hanging off a cabinet door and dabbed under her eyes, then grabbed another tissue and blew her nose. “How do I look?”

      Christina smiled, hoping it didn’t seem sad. Stacey was beautiful and happy and luckier than she could imagine. Irresponsible, perhaps. But lucky all the same. “I think you’ve got the pregnancy glow.”

      The bell rang, signaling the end of lunchtime.

      “I’m sorry,” Stacey said as they walked outside to pick up their classes. “I know you have your evaluation this afternoon, but I was scared, and I knew I could talk to you, and you’d calm me down. T.J. and I probably should’ve been smarter about things like you and Gary, but we can’t do anything about that now.”

      Smart. It seemed that word defined Christina and Gary’s entire five-year plan. But now she had to wonder—were they being punished for waiting? Christina had always looked down on girls who got pregnant right after the wedding. She and Gary had decided early on they weren’t going to be that couple. Responsible adults finished school and established their careers before having children.

      “Smart” had translated into waiting nearly four years before trying. First Gary was in law school, and Christina was in the middle of her bachelor’s degree. After Gary’s graduation Christina had wanted to start trying, but he’d said it was better to start their careers and buy a house. When laid out in his courtroom voice, it seemed logical enough. Now they had everything in place to welcome a baby except a positive pregnancy test.

      Was something wrong with her? With Gary? They’d been trying for thirteen months, and all the books said it should happen within a year.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m ready for my evaluation,” Christina said. She could cry in solitude later.

      “Of course you are,” Stacey said. “You’re such an awesome teacher. Half my lesson plans are copied from yours. You would be a great mom, too. Maybe you should have a baby soon. We could be first-time moms together. We could quit our jobs and go to the park with our strollers and have play dates with the babies and everything. What do you think?”

      Christina was not about to explain her personal struggles to Stacey. The girl was so fertile she got pregnant on birth control. “I think I really love my job.” It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the truth either.

      The rest of the day dragged. Christina did her best to stay upbeat and positive during her evaluation. It must have worked because Principal Gardner gave her glowing compliments.

      After the evaluation, the familiar heavy cramps began, and it was all Christina could do to stay at school until contract time instead of leaving as soon as the kids did. Promptly at four o’clock she drove home. After changing into pajamas, she curled up on the couch and turned on the TV. It didn’t take long for the tears to come.

      Two hours later, Christina heard Gary place his briefcase on the counter. A tentative hand rested on her shoulder. “What’s wrong? Did your evaluation go poorly?”

      Christina glanced at his concerned face, then shook her head. “It’s just cramps.” Her mouth felt thick, her voice scratchy from too long crying.

      “Oh, is that all?” He sat down beside her, gray slacks still crisp and starched even after a ten-hour day at the office. “I’m sorry, babe. Do you need some Midol?”

      She stared at the floor, telling herself not to get upset. He didn’t realize what this period meant—at least, not fully. “No. Sorry I didn’t make dinner.”

      Gary brushed away a lock of her hair. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll heat up some leftovers. Want anything?”

      She’d already eaten half a jar of chocolate frosting and a package of graham crackers, but Gary didn’t need to know that. “No thanks. I’ll watch TV. Maybe grade some papers.”

      “All right. I have some work things to finish, so I’ll eat in my office. Let me know if you need anything.”

      She should’ve told him when she had the chance.

      At nine o’clock Christina turned off the TV. Looked like she’d be going to bed alone again. When Gary started working at his father’s law firm shortly after graduation, they’d been thrilled. Over a year later, Christina wasn’t quite so excited. Maybe a baby would bring them closer together. Help them find that spark again.

      Christina wandered into the office to grab her laptop, making as little noise as possible so she wouldn’t bother Gary. He didn’t even look up from his computer screen. A tennis racket leaned against the closet door, marring the otherwise spotless room. Gary must’ve played with a client today. And once again, he hadn’t bothered to put away his equipment. Stifling a sigh, Christina quietly opened the closet, wincing when the hinge squeaked. She glanced over at Gary, then opened the door the rest of the way.

      Stuffed animals tumbled down from the top shelves. A pink elephant bounced off her head and a giraffe hit her shoulder. She put up a hand, grabbing a panda bear and two penguins before they hit the ground. Fifteen or so animals littered the floor around her feet. Soon there wouldn’t even be room for sports equipment in the closet. The stuffed animals were taking over.

      Gary spun around in his chair, eyebrow raised. “Everything okay?”

      So much for not disturbing him. “Just fine.” Christina set the tennis racket inside the closet. She crammed the stuffed animals onto the shelves with their fuzzy friends, then leaned her weight against the door until it clicked shut. They should donate the darn things to a children’s hospital. But Gary would never allow it.

      Two minutes later she climbed into bed with her laptop and a hot water bottle. She tried to enter grades but couldn’t concentrate. Thirteen months. She had promised herself she wouldn’t borrow trouble until now. After all, the books said not to worry unless it had been more than a year.

      She pulled up the internet browser and stared at the screen for nearly a minute. Just do it, Christina. She typed “signs of infertility” into the box and clicked search. Within seconds over nine million hits were populated. Christina clicked on the first one and read. Her eyes scanned through article after article as her heart climbed into her throat.

      Was it really possible? She’d never seriously considered that once they wanted a baby, they might not immediately get one.

      “What’s this?”

      Christina jumped, slamming the laptop lid shut. “Nothing.”

      Gary raised an eyebrow. He sat on the edge of the bed and took the laptop from her. She wanted to grab it back, tell him it was a surprise and he couldn’t see, but didn’t. She had promised herself she wouldn’t worry Gary.

      Until this month.

      “Infertility?” Gary clicked on a few of the open web pages before setting the laptop aside. “Christina, what’s going on?”

      “I … I’m not sure.”

      His eyes narrowed, the planes of his face hardening into his lawyer look. There was no keeping it from him now. After months of agonizing alone, it was time to let Gary know. Even if it meant she’d have to tell him that.

      “You think we’re having problems?” Gary asked.

      It sounded awful when said out loud. Christina picked up the edge of the quilt and fidgeted with a loose string. “Maybe.”

      “Because your period started again?”

      She nodded, avoiding eye contact.

      He scooted closer and wrapped an arm around her. “Why didn’t you tell me that’s why you were upset? I thought it was the cramps.”

      She turned her face into his shoulder. “It seemed stupid.”

      “It’s not stupid if it worries you. It says on the website you should see a doctor after twelve months of trying. It’s been like, what, nine months? Ten? It could still happen.”

      And there it was. She would have to tell him now.

      Christina remembered so well the day he told her they should start trying—last June, the morning of their fourth wedding anniversary. Gary had surprised her with breakfast in bed. He’d brought her a tray of pancakes, pretty much the only thing he could cook, with a single red rose and a tiny box.

      “I thought we agreed not to get each other presents,” she said with a smile. They were going on a Caribbean cruise in a few weeks as their anniversary present to each other. “I didn’t get you anything.”

      He twisted a dish towel in his hands. “Open it.”

      Christina picked up the box, the crisply precise lines a dead giveaway it had been wrapped by the department store. She carefully unwrapped the box and pulled off the lid. Inside lay a pair of beautiful white baby booties.

      “I think we should start trying,” he said. “We did agree on this summer. My job is going really well, and we have the house now⁠—”

      Christina leaned over and kissed him before he could finish the sentence, her heart soaring. She’d gone off birth control a few months earlier. Now he’d never have to know.

      She snapped back to the present and blurted, “We’ve been trying for thirteen months.” She clapped a hand over her mouth, wishing she could take back the words. She could have eased into it, explained the circumstances first.

      Gary blinked. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ve been off birth control for thirteen months, not nine.” She whispered the words as though a lower volume would lessen the consequences.

      Gary stood, running a hand through his hair. “I…” He shifted from foot to foot. Blew out a breath. Scrubbed a hand over his face. Christina could see him struggling to keep his cool, to not explode. To find out all the facts before passing judgment. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      She thought of all the reasons, but finally said, “It didn’t come up.”

      “You didn’t think it was important to mention you were off birth control?”

      “It wasn’t like that.”

      “By all means, tell me what it was like.”

      “It was when we were buying the house, okay? We were fighting with the bank over the short sale price, and then we were closing and moving in and getting settled. I completely spaced getting the shot, and by the time I remembered, it was nearly summer.”

      Gary’s jaw muscles neared spasm status. “I thought you set a reminder in your phone for that.”

      Christina knelt on the bed, desperation making her hands shake. “I did. I was going to get it on the way home from school, but a parent showed up, and by the time I was done, the doctor’s office was closed.” All true. “That night we found out our offer was approved. With closing and moving, I forgot.”

      Gary continued to shift from foot to foot. “Why didn’t you tell me when you remembered? Or go get the shot?”

      Because they’d already waited four years to start trying.

      Christina hung her head, tears gathering in her eyes. She blinked furiously. Now was not the time for a waterfall. “Since we agreed to start trying soon, I didn’t think it was a big deal. The nurse told me it would take a few months for the effects of the shot to wear off. I wasn’t trying to go behind your back. I was planning for summer.” She reached for his arm, but he backed away. “After our anniversary, I didn’t see the point in telling you.”

      “And what if I changed my mind? How long would you have kept it a secret—until you brought the baby home from the hospital? I thought we made major decisions together.”

      Christina shrank away. “We did make the decision together. We decided on summer.”

      “I can’t talk about this right now. I need to think.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, eyes raised to the ceiling.

      “We need to⁠—”

      “I’m going for a drive. I can’t be around you right now.” He grabbed his keys off the dresser and headed out the door.

      She lurched off the bed. Her foot caught in the sheet, and she stumbled, then raced after him. “Let’s talk about this. Garrison!”

      “We’ll talk when I get home.” A door slammed shut.

      Christina held a hand to her chest, squeezing her eyes closed. Stupid, stupid, stupid. Why hadn’t she told him?

      She hadn’t tried to deceive him. Withhold information, maybe. But not trick him.

      Christina cried and prayed and paced. It was nearly two a.m. before Gary came home. He dropped his keys and wallet on the dresser, not meeting her gaze.

      “You left,” she accused.

      “I was upset. Still am.”

      “And you have every right to be. But that doesn’t mean you can run away.”

      “You kept a secret from me. I left in the middle of an argument. Let’s call it even.”

      Christina raised an eyebrow. “Do you mean⁠—”

      “I did a lot of thinking while I was out.”

      “Me too.”

      “And I know you weren’t trying to trick me. I was angry and stupid and surprised.”

      Her heart leapt. “You believe me?”

      He gently grasped her hand and led her to the bed. “Yes. You caught me off guard. The idea that we could have gotten pregnant when we weren’t planning on it terrifies me.”

      “But we were planning on it. We always planned for summer.”

      “I only told you we could start trying because I ran out of excuses.”

      Her stomach dropped as though she’d plunged over a fifty-foot waterfall. “I don’t understand. You seemed so excited.”

      The muscles in his forearm bunched and relaxed as he ran a hand through his hair. “I pretended to be excited. But I’m scared of being a father. I kept making up reasons we should wait, and every time you agreed, I felt relieved. But then we had the degrees and the careers and the house, and I ran out of reasons to put it off. So I gave in.”

      Their five-year plan was a product of fear. Unbelievable. “Having a baby is giving in?”

      “You know my father was never really there for me. I’m scared of being like that with our baby. I’m scared one day our kid will tell his wife how much he resents me.”

      Christina knew Gary was desperate for Alexander’s approval, that it was a big reason behind his sixty-hour work weeks. But this went much deeper than that.

      She leaned into Gary, holding his hand tight and resting her head on his shoulder. “You will be a great father. I know it.” Her voice caught, and she swallowed. “I want a baby so badly. Every month when my period comes, my heart breaks. I love my career, and I love you. But something’s missing. Don’t you feel it?”

      “All I feel every month is relief.”

      She flinched. “Why didn’t you tell me that, instead of agreeing? I feel horrible. Horrible I didn’t tell you about the birth control, and horrible I never knew how you really felt about this.” Horrible that he didn’t want a baby and she did.

      “I thought you’d think less of me if you knew.”

      How had their marriage arrived here? “If you’d told me, we could’ve worked on it together.”

      “I’m telling you now.” They were both quiet for a moment, and then he spoke again. “I’m sorry you didn’t feel like you could tell me about the birth control. I don’t care what I’m doing or how busy and stressed I am, you can always come to me.”

      Christina nodded, holding him tight. “No more running away. For either of us.”

      “Agreed. How long did you say it’s been?”

      “Thirteen months. I was supposed to get another shot last February.”

      “Thirteen months.” He fiddled with her wedding ring, looking at their clasped hands. “You think there might be a problem?”

      “I think we should see a doctor to rule out the possibility.”

      “I hate doctors.”

      “I know.”

      “I don’t know if I can deal with all this right now—if I’m ready to have a baby.”

      “Are you saying you want me to go back on birth control?” The thought made her sick.

      He smoothed hair away from her face. “Let’s sleep on it. We can talk about this more tomorrow.”

      As they crawled into bed, Christina felt the gulf between them widen. It filled with water, and the water crashed over her in waves, making it hard to breathe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            three

          

          KYRA

        

      

    

    
      One thousand dollars for a twenty percent chance at pregnancy. Those were the odds Dr. Mendoza had given Kyra and David. That one thousand dollars might as well have been ten thousand, as hard as it had been to come up with the cash. But they wanted a baby badly enough to take the gamble.

      And it had paid off. Kyra was six weeks pregnant, and today they would see their baby for the first time. She couldn’t tell if the butterflies in her stomach were from nervous excitement or a sign of morning sickness. That one thousand dollars was worth every penny.

      The waiting room at the Center for Infertility and Reproductive Medicine was all warm browns and soothing oceanscape paintings. David and Kyra sat on the earth-toned couch, their three-year-old daughter, Sophie, between them. David’s glasses had slid to the end of his nose as he focused on the flat-screened TV playing the latest Disney movie. Kyra shook her head at the choice. Disney, when most of the patients were childless.

      Sophie tugged on Kyra’s hand. “When do we get to see my baby, Mommy?”

      Kyra smiled, brushing a lock of Sophie’s honey-brown hair behind her ear. “Soon, baby girl. Try and watch the movie.”

      David nestled Sophie against his side. “Your favorite part is coming up, Soph.”

      Kyra pulled out her cell phone and snapped a picture, her heart nearly exploding with happiness. She’d spent more time in this office over the last few months than she cared to remember. But at least now they were here for a happy reason.

      Unexplained secondary infertility. After months of tests, that had been Dr. Mendoza’s official diagnosis. There had been no medical reason why David and Kyra couldn’t get pregnant. And yet somehow, after a year and a half of trying, they hadn’t.

      “I think your best bet is intrauterine insemination, or IUI,” Dr. Mendoza had said.

      “Is that the same thing as artificial insemination?” David asked.

      Dr. Mendoza nodded and pointed to a chart on her desk. “We directly inject the sperm into Kyra’s uterus, bypassing the cervix, to give you the best chance at pregnancy.”

      Kyra could still remember the way she’d wound her purse strap around and around her finger. “What happens if we decide to move forward?”

      “You take Clomid on days three through seven of your cycle,” Dr. Mendoza said. “It’s a pill that should make you ovulate two or three eggs instead of one, further increasing your chances of getting pregnant. We do an ultrasound right before ovulation to ensure conditions are optimal for fertilization and implantation, and then you give yourself an HCG trigger shot. On the day of ovulation, we collect David’s sperm sample and wash and concentrate it so only the healthiest sperm are used. You come in that same day, Kyra, and I insert a catheter into your uterus and inject the sperm. You wouldn’t even have to both be here.”

      Kyra remembered thinking how strange it was that she could conceive a baby without her husband present.

      They took a few weeks to pray about the decision, and decided to give IUI a try. Kyra had taken the Clomid, a drug that made her totally unbalanced, as evidenced by her three-hour sob session when David forgot to bring home a pint of Ben and Jerry’s. David gave her the HCG injection to trigger ovulation. They’d done the IUI.

      And it had worked. Kyra still couldn’t believe they were in the twenty percent.

      A nurse walked into the waiting room, pulling Kyra back to the present. “We’re ready for you now,” she said. Sophie jumped up from the couch and impatiently waited for David and Kyra to do the same.

      “Hurry,” she said. “I want to see my baby brother.”

      The nurse laughed. “How do you know it’ll be a brother? Maybe you’ll get a sister.”

      Sophie shook her head vehemently. “No. A brother.”

      The nurse laughed again, directing them to an exam room. “Undress from the waist down, Kyra. Dr. Mendoza will be with you shortly.”

      Minutes later Kyra sat on the crinkly paper of the exam table, a thin paper sheet covering her lower half.

      “Can I name my baby brother?” Sophie asked.

      David chuckled. “Don’t you think your mother and I should do that?”

      “No,” Sophie said.

      Sophie wasn’t the only one who’d been dreaming about baby names. “I was thinking Hunter if it’s a boy,” Kyra said.

      Sophie wrinkled her nose. “Hunter like Grandma and Grandpa Hunter?”

      Kyra nodded. “And I think Theresa is pretty for a girl.”

      The door swung open, and Dr. Mendoza walked into the room. “Already picking out names I see.” She shook David’s hand, then Sophie’s. “Hello, Sophie. It’s nice to see you again.”

      “I get to see my baby brother.” Sophie wiggled in her chair, her face bright with excitement.

      “Maybe. We won’t know if it’s a boy or a girl for a while yet.” Dr. Mendoza squeezed clear goo onto the ultrasound wand. “Let’s see how baby is doing.”

      Kyra’s eyes eagerly scanned the ultrasound screen, trying to pick out a person from all the wavy lines and shadows. “Where’s the baby?”

      Dr. Mendoza pointed to a tiny white speck in the middle of all the squiggly lines. “Right there. Congratulations, you three.”

      Awe enveloped Kyra. Their baby. She stared at the white speck, her heart overflowing with love. Their miracle. Her eyes found and held David’s. He smiled and mouthed I love you.

      “That doesn’t look like a baby,” said a pouty voice.

      Kyra tore her eyes from David’s and focused on Sophie. Her lips were turned down in a frown, arms folded across her chest.

      “It won’t look like a baby for a long time.” Dr. Mendoza pointed. “Right there is how your baby gets food, Sophie. It’s called a placenta.”

      “Can we hear the heartbeat?” Kyra asked.

      Dr. Mendoza tore a photo from the printer and handed it to Kyra. “It’s still too early for that. At this point, all we can tell for sure is that there’s a baby, sack, and forming placenta. We’ll know a lot more at your nine-week appointment.”

      Kyra stared at the tiny jelly-bean in the photo. It was hard to believe this was real.

      Dr. Mendoza flipped open a chart. “Your HCG levels are continuing to double, which is good. Continue your progesterone suppositories each night, and we’ll see you in three weeks. Congratulations again.”

      As soon as the door shut, Kyra hopped up from the table, the paper sheet clutched around her waist. “We’re having a baby!” She threw her free arm around David. He leaned down, kissing her softly as he held her close.

      “When can I see my baby brother?” Sophie asked.

      Kyra released David and picked up her pants. “We just saw him, Soph.”

      “That wasn’t a baby.”

      “I promise, sweetie, it was. He still has to grow.”

      Sophie wrinkled her nose like she didn’t quite believe her mother, but nodded anyway.

      The green-and-rust color of their Honda Civic was easy to spot, even from across the parking lot. Sunlight reflected off the duct tape on the passenger side window. David struggled with the handle on the back door, but finally opened
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