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      The apartment I share with my husband has a whimsical glow inside now that I’ve decorated the living room with Christmas lights. I decorated the outside patio as well, but we never get to see those. It’s entirely too cold to spend our evenings on the patio like we did in the summer. So I wanted to bring some holiday cheer inside.

      Becca would call it my Christmas Cockles.

      I have no idea what a cockle is, but she swears it’s a real thing. Says her grandparents say it when someone is extremely in the holiday spirit.

      Anyhow.

      My cockles and I hang out in the living room while Jace uses his magic to slice up the pizza he just took out of the oven. I can never slice it in a remotely decent manner. All the pepperonis slide off and push the cheese all over the place and make a mess. At least, that’s the excuse I used when I flashed him my angel eyes and asked him to do it for me.

      “Now that we’re almost parents, we probably shouldn’t eat pizza like three nights a week,” I say as I spin around the living room with my arms up, basking in the glow of the multi-colored lights. I had turned off the main light when Jace went into the kitchen. Now everything is shadowy and colorful.

      Our Christmas tree, however, is not colorful. Jace likes the clear lights for trees, says it makes the tree look more beautiful that way. I tend to get my way with everything around here, so I let him have that, those silly clear lights, just to see him smile.

      “Nonsense,” Jace says, reaching up into the cabinet and taking out two plates. “Pizza has grains in the dough, tomatoes in the sauce and protein in the pepperonis. Oh, and dairy in the cheese. It’s practically a perfect combination of the food pyramid.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, when you look at it that way…”

      He looks awfully proud of himself for coming up with that elaborate excuse to make pizza seem healthy. He puts two slices on each plate and hands me one. “You still want water and not a delicious Coke?”

      “Why do you have to say it like that?” I ask, placing a hand on my chest and making myself look terribly offended. “Of course I want water. I gave up caffeine months ago for our unborn son.”

      He gives me a sideways look to show me that he’s skeptical. “I was just testing you.”

      “You’re not going to catch me in a lie, Mr. Adams.”

      “Oh, you’ve done it now,” he says, dropping his pizza and diving toward me. I cower into as much of a ball as I can fit my big pregnant self into and bury my head in my hands. It’s no use though. Despite playing dead on my end, he still tickles me, right over my ribcage where I’m the most ticklish.

      Jace still isn’t over the event that happened at his work last week. While he was training a new client, a twelve-year-old boy, the kid thanked him and called him the worst name ever. Mister.

      The kid had said “Thanks Mr. Adams” a million times, at least that’s how Jace had explained it to me when he came home ranting and raving about how he is not old and he can’t believe someone called him that.

      So yeah, making fun of the more mature version of his name is my favorite pastime now. But now I’m dying from being tickled and it briefly occurs to me that it’s weird how something that makes you laugh is also considered a form of torture. This. Freaking. Sucks.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry!” I squeal as I try to writhe out of his fingers.

      “I forgive you,” he says. Finally, he relents and slides his hands up and down my arms, leaning in behind me to kiss my hair.

      He’s been doing that a lot lately—holding me by the arms instead of wrapping his hands around my stomach. Although he hasn’t said anything about it, I’m pretty sure it’s because I hate when anything draws attention to my big, huge, belly. So what if I’m nine months pregnant. It’s still awkward and I hate waddling around all day. I hate the thought that I’ve gained weight more than just the baby. I have recurring nightmares that after he’s born, I’ll suddenly weigh five hundred pounds and Jace will hate me.

      Maybe it’s just the pregnancy hormones or whatever, but damn have I become a nightmare factory. My dreams focus on two topics: Jace leaving me or something terrible happening to our baby.

      God I hope it’s just the hormones.

      I scarf down the pizza, telling myself it’s just for now, just until the baby arrives and then I’ll go back to eating healthier. Plus I’ll have a child to run after and take care of and hopefully that will keep me active and help me get back into shape. We watch TV while cuddled on the couch and I let my mind wander into unfamiliar territory: motherhood.

      I’ve been thinking a lot lately about how to be a mother. Sadly, just being pregnant teaches you absolutely nothing about raising a child. We have the crib and the stroller and the car seats. The tiny baby socks and enough clothing for the first year. We have a Great Wall of Diapers that lines one side of the hallway, thanks to a ridiculous diaper shower my best friend Becca had thrown for me a few months ago.

      We had just returned from our honeymoon of traveling around in a private jet, and Becca surprised me with a handful of our friends and family (mostly people from the motocross track) and they all had diapers for us. Since I had gone on a little bit of a shopping spree myself, buying everything I’d need, there was really no point in having a traditional shower where people brought normal baby gifts. I had everything. Name it, I have it. If any baby store within a fifty feet radius had a baby product, you better believe I own it.

      That’s one of the things I love about Becca. She’s smart in a way that surpasses other people’s best friends. She knew I wouldn’t want people giving me outfits and toys they had picked out simply because I’m so ridiculously picky about things, so she arranged a way for me to get exactly what I needed. I’m so glad she’s dating Park now. After Jace had what can only be considered a fatherly talk with his best friend about how he better not hurt Becca and better treat her right, things got really good for those two. It’s like Park realized what he had in a girl like Becca and he knew he didn’t want to let her go.

      So far he hasn’t. And Jace would kill him if he did. At least...he’d try to. I’d kill him first.

      My head rests on Jace’s shoulder and I tuck my fingers underneath his upper arm, snuggling it to me as if his muscles were a pillow. It’s Friday, the night before Christmas Eve, and Fridays are always a night where we stay up late and catch up on all the recorded shows we had missed during the week.

      For some reason, I am incredibly tired tonight. Jace is warm and his t-shirt is soft as I rest on it, closing my eyes. At some point I am aware of him leaning over and kissing the top of my head while his thumb runs back and forth over my knee. But then, I drift off to sleep.

      

      The television is still on when my eyes open. It must not have been long because the same hour-long show is still playing on the TV. Jace is looking at his cell phone, clearing out all of his missed notifications.

      I peer up at him and he gives me a smile. Then everything—everything—changes.

      “Babe?” I ask through gritted teeth. “What’s a contraction supposed to feel like?”

      “You’re asking me because I have all this vast personal knowledge of giving childbirth?”

      I throw a couch pillow at him and rise to my feet. Without thinking, I start pacing the area right in front of the television. My thoughts are going a mile a minute. “It’s just that in all those doctor visits we had, they told us to make sure to go to the hospital when the contractions are five minutes apart and all that, but they never told us what it actually feels like.”

      Jace cocks his head to the side and slides his phone back in his jeans pocket. “I’d imagine it’s just really painful, like in the movies. Why are you asking that now?”

      “Because,” I say, but then the pain soars through my abdomen and I can’t finish my sentence for a few seconds. “Because I think I’m having one right now.”
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      “Oh shit, oh shit.” Jace grabs my wrists, stopping my pacing in front of the TV. His eyes go wide, almost hysterical in his excitement. “We’re about to have a baby.” He smiles. Like this is the greatest thing in the world. I glare at him. “What?” he asks.

      I take in a deep breath and head toward the couch, wondering when the next contraction will come. It was painful, yes, but it was awkward and scary too. I’m not sure I can survive through more of these things. Jace joins me.

      “Babe, why are you giving me that look?”

      “Because you are not allowed to stand there and get all excited about a baby.” I make air quotes when I say the last word. I put a hand on my stomach. “This thing is not even close to being here. I still have to suffer these contractions until they’re five minutes apart and then we have to go to the hospital, and God knows how long labor will take, and what if there’s an emergency and they have to rush me off and cut me open and—yeah, Jace. You don’t get to be excited yet! This is terrifying!”

      My husband’s face is a mixture of emotions ranging from fear to worry to that stupid look of adoration that he usually gets when I’m yelling at him. I shake free from his grasp, grit my teeth and glare even harder at him.
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