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      “Hatcher James! We’re moving, do you hear me? These women are stalking me, and I might have to give birth to your child in prison,” comes from my mouth as soon as I slam the door and walk towards the kitchen where I can smell dinner cooking.

      “Evening Babe, how was your day?”

      “Don’t you detour this conversation, Babe… Did you hear me?”

      “Oh, I heard you, and I know you’re not going to prison nor are you going to do anything about where we live.”

      Red… That’s what I see as I stare holes in my husband’s back. He turns and hands me a spoon filled with pasta and I immediately shove it in my mouth, allowing a moan to escape. Hatcher has figured out that I love his Shrimp Scampi pasta. This seems to have turned into our norm, him cooking and me bitching about where we live. If we keep this up, I’m going to be as big as a house come September when the baby is born. So far, I’ve not gained any weight and the morning sickness is gone. The one thing I’m left with now that I’ve entered my second trimester is I want to eat everything, and I could spend my days home tending to my sexy as sin husband. I tried to call in last week at least four times, but Morgan told me to put my clothes on and get my ass to work. How she knew what I wanted to do was beside me, but she did. I went as far as explaining to her that the spawn growing within me needs this. It was sending telepathic thoughts through the television. ‘Stay home Mom and rock Dad’s world. You only have now because when I join the family- it’s over’. None of them understand this, or the fear that I have about this munchkin entering our home.

      “How is my little momma feeling today?” Hatcher asks, breaking me from one of the million thoughts of motherhood that I have a day. I can’t help but smile up at him as I take in his features. His blond hair is messy since he hasn’t styled it, his black-rimmed glasses are perched midway down his nose, and he hasn’t shaved in a few days. This has caused him to have more than a day’s worth of stubble, and I close my eyes as I picture him placing his chin in the crook of my neck. I must have made a noise as Hatcher doesn’t ask his question again; he nudges me in the shoulder and smiles that wicked smile he gives me. “Yes, I went there since you won’t,” I say, and jump up on the countertop. I pull myself out of the dirty thoughts I was having and try to have a conversation with my husband. I have a mental bet with myself that we will only last about an hour before I get my way.

      “My day was busy. Morgan is getting busier by the day, and I’m not sure how we’re going to keep up with this kind of business. How was yours?”

      “Nothing major, it was pretty slow. I went to the office and visited with Brody for a few and listened to him whine about Frankie, then came home. I managed to finish one of the projects and get dinner started before you came home.” He explains, while his back is to me. I love that he isn’t watching me as he responds, allowing for me to unbutton my top. I leave one of them done in the middle, allowing for it to flair open- exposing my swollen “pregnancy breasts” as I call them. “Did Brody say if he’s spoken to Frankie lately?”

      “No, he said he called her a few times but hasn’t heard back. She did text to say she was okay and was busy working. Do you think she isn’t moving back?” Just as he finishes his question, he turns towards me, and I watch as his eyes light up with passion. I drag the side of my lip with my teeth and look up at him through hooded eyes. Hatcher knows what I want, but he also likes to play this new game with me. I call it “let's drive Zara mad” … I mean completely out of her mind by withholding sex from her. Just last month he held out for a whole week. It wasn’t until I was walking out the door in only my panties that he gave in. Something about not checking the mail with my girls hanging out for the neighborhood to see. My response was simple, ‘Why? Then we might get kicked all the way back to the city.’

      “Button up Zara, we need to have dinner.”

      “I’m getting ready for my dinner,” I say with that smile I reserve for him.

      “You need to control yourself, Babe. I know you haven’t eaten in awhile, and you need to feed my child.”

      “Our child.” I correct and jump down from the counter and waltz over to him. I push myself up on the tips of my toes and steal a kiss before I march upstairs to change. I’ll allow him to think he won for now, but tonight after I eat, I’ll up my game some. I know he can’t resist me when I slip into my lingerie, and it doesn’t hurt that he hates to tell me no.

      “You’re not going to win tonight! And you better come back with clothes on.” I hear him say from the kitchen, and all I can do is laugh. I grab my phone from my back pocket and dial up Frankie. Morgan, Natasha, and I have been worried sick about her. We’d all talked the other day about making a surprise trip to New York to check on her. I verified with my doctor that I can fly and even though Hatcher isn’t thrilled about me taking off for a long weekend, he understands the need for us to check on our friend. However, he is sworn to secrecy not to let it slip to Brody. He would blab his mouth to the world, and Frankie would get wind of it, then she would stop us and ruin our surprise.

      On the third ring, she picks up, “Yes, Zara I’m alive and well. How are you and that spawn you’re growing inside you?”

      “Hey, I’m the only one that can call it that. Fine, by the way, and yourself?” I say with the most serious voice that I can muster up.

      “Good, just got in and ready to draw a hot bath and relax. What are you doing calling so early?”

      “I’m mad because Hatcher is being mean to me again, so I left him in the kitchen to finish dinner,” I explain, while searching through my dresser for the pink lingerie I know Hatcher loves for me to wear.  “Will you ever learn to give him a break? I swear you drive him nuts and what is that noise?”

      “I’m trying to find something and I can’t.”

      “What is it that you’re looking for?” Right then I know something is off because I can hear her trying to hide the laughter in her voice.

      “Francesca, what do you know that I don’t?”

      “Nothing, how was your day?’

      “Hatcher! Come here now!” I scream as I hold the phone away from my mouth, so I don’t deafen Frankie.

      “Oh this is going to be good, hang on.” I hear her say, and then the line is silent. Before I can ask what she’s doing, Hatcher comes running through the bedroom door. “What’s wrong?”

      “Where are they?”

      “Where is what?” He holds my stare and crosses his arms over his chest as he leans against the wall. I don’t even bother to check to see if Frankie hung up on me or not; I’m not trusting this situation one bit.

      “All of my lingerie is gone… I mean all of them! Where are they?” holding his stare. “I don't understand, Zara. They should be in your dresser, or did you check the hamper?”

      “No, I didn’t because I washed them all this weekend and I know I folded them up and put them away. Even the one from last night is missing from the dirty clothes.” About the time he goes to answer, I pick up my phone, and all I can hear is the echoed laughter emitting from the receiver. It’s not just Frankie that I hear, as I can place that baboon sounding one anywhere. She done went and conferenced Morgan and Frankie in on the line for this.

      “So, which one of you told him to do this? I’ll hunt you down and smack you with a cupcake.”

      “Ohhh… Make it chocolate for me, please.” Morgan says, always dying for some chocolate.

      “If it was yours, I’ll hide every box of Benadryl for the rest of your life.” I spit out like I’m a fire breathing dragon.

      “Now, I’m sure they’re somewhere in the house, Zara. I mean you can come down to the office tomorrow, and we can write up a missing article of clothing report. I’m sure the judge will put out a warrant for the lingerie thief.” And they all chuckle before I look at the phone and then back up to Hatcher. At this moment, I realize they’ve all ganged up on me, and I do not like this one bit. I place them on speaker and look my husband in the eyes. I want him to know I mean business when I say this, and I have witnesses to prove that I said it. Well, I don’t know how much help they’ll be since it seems they jumped ship and are on his side.

      “I’m stating right now… You have twenty-four hours to put them all back, or you will not have sex with me again until this child turns forty. Do you understand me, Hatcher James? I can not believe that you would deprive the person carrying your baby. This is the cruelest thing you have ever done to me.”

      “Zara, I thought making you move to the burbs was the cruelest thing. Oh no, wait, it was talking you into marrying me… Oh no, that wasn’t it. It was having sex with you and knocking you up in the bakery.”

      “HEY! Wait…” I hear Morgan scream through the phone before I click it off and toss it on the bed.

      “Not nice at all, Hatcher… You are playing with fire, and you know what fire does? It burns… I’m talking about a burn like a bad case of blue balls being twisted by your hormonal wife. Picture that for a few and then get back to me,” I say, as I huff off to the shower. They’re all on my bad side right now, and I’m beside myself. I don’t know which one gave him this idea, but I’ll get them back.

      While showering, I think about which one it could’ve been. I mark Natasha off as this isn’t her style, and that leaves Morgan and Frankie. It’s fifty-fifty at this point for them both. Hatcher did bring up Frankie tonight when I got home, and that could be because he talked to her and wanted to plant a bug in my ear. He knew I would stomp away and call her since she was who I was talking about. Which then leads to her calling the rest of the girls. But on the other hand, it could’ve been Morgan. She has been a little brat these days, as her and Jayden have decided to play pranks and act like fools. I scrub my scalp a little harder than I need as I work out the frustration of this situation. I’d hate to call my new in-laws and tell them that I strangled their son with my garter belt. I did see one of those left in the drawer. I mean, I could tie him up and make good use of this one belt.

      I can see it now….

      If it goes as planned it’ll be the hottest thing Hatcher and I did this month, well maybe not the whole month since it’s the first of March and I still have like thirty more days. Or, I could play this game and see how long either of us can last. I mean, I totally could rule this universe if I withhold everything from him. And when I say everything, I mean everything… Game check, point Hatcher James, you just earned yourself a nice little game of the no-zone.
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      The whole drive into the city was full of road rage. It seems that my body is going to fight me on this no-zone bullshit I’m trying to place on Hatcher. I think I might die today, or scream at someone since I tossed and turned the whole night while my husband snored beside me without a care in the world. This will go down in history as the longest month of my life. Hell, I’m not even sure if I’ll last. And I’m not referring to the lack of sex; this is about everything around me. I can’t think, I can’t focus, and I don’t want to drive… All I want to do is yell at people. I want them to feel the pain that my body thinks it’s going through. I mean, I know I’m not going to die, but I love sex… I wanted it all the time with Hatcher before I even started carrying this head of cabbage around in my belly. Now, multiply that by a million and one times. See, I can’t even drive without thinking about sex; how does he expect me to bake and be around hot ovens and people all day long? I’m going to have to come up with something to keep my mind off this situation or else I’m going to give in- and then he wins.

      When I walk in through the bakery doors, I immediately notice Morgan and Natasha in the back corner enjoying a cup of morning coffee. I slant my eyes in their direction and march my happy ass toward them. “Who was it? Why would you go along with this ridiculous idea? Was it you Morgan, because you have to work with me, and I can be evil,” I say as I glance between my two friends. Morgan lets out a loud laugh as Natasha continues to sip from her mug. I eye her suspiciously and wonder what she’s up to, especially since she hasn’t batted an eye this morning. “Move over and let a pregnant woman sit down, would ya?” I say and sit next to Morgan so I can stare at our friend who I know is up to something.

      “How are you this morning, Zara?” Natasha asks after placing her coffee down and looking up at me. She hasn’t cracked a smile, nor given any indication that she’s in on this. This is the part that I hate with having a lawyer as your best friend- you never know about them. The only people in our circle who can crack her are usually Frankie or Morgan. I open the mental notepad and jot down how to figure her out.

      “I’m great, but my vagina isn’t, thanks to y’all. Do you not understand that in a few months Hatcher isn’t going to want to have anything to do with me? Once he sees how big it gets, he’s going to run for the hills leaving me to take care of his spawn alone.” I know that in reality this isn’t the truth, but it scares me to think that things can change and if I can’t tell my friends, who can I tell?

      “Are you serious? Is that what you think, that once the baby comes he’s going to leave you? Zara, that man is so in love with you that he walks, talks, and breathes you and this child. Have you spoken to him about this? I mean, I would think you need to stop pushing your feelings away with sex and open that big mouth of yours and use it,” Morgan says as she turns sideways in the bench, staring at me with an expression I haven’t seen before. It’s new and not her…

      “What’s wrong with your face?” I ask as I swirl my fingers around in front of her.

      “Nothing is wrong with my face,” she screeches back in that voice that only Morgan can reach when she’s hiding something. I cut my eyes over to Natasha, who’s still quiet as a mouse, and then back to Morgan.

      “Natasha, do you care to object here? I mean for someone who is full of opinions you sure are quiet this morning.”

      “Oh, I’m here for the show and the show only. I knew you’d be a hoot this morning so I couldn’t miss it,” she says with that smile she’s mastered to make any jury rule a not guilty plea for the worst of people.

      “Nothing to see here… Finish that mug and get to moving, I’m sure you have court or something this morning.”

      “I do. Sorry Morgan, I gotta get going, so you can have fun with this one,” and she stands, grabbing her purse before she throws a wave up in the air toward Jaime behind the counter. Just like I’m sure she arrived, she’s gone in one swift motion. I can feel Morgan’s knee bouncing under the table, stopping me on the spot as I can tell she knows something. I quietly wonder to myself if I should just make her sit here next to me all day, but the thought of a muffin and a potty break filters through my head. I mentally calculate how long I can sit before I need to get up. Oh hell, I have time. Let’s see if I can make her sweat it out. I know just how to get her going before she’s climbing over the back of this bench to get away from me.

      “Hey, Morgan?”

      “Yes, Zara.”

      “Did you know that Hatcher and I left our mark on the front counter one morning before opening? Oh, and I think it was the first table by the door one night, oh no… It was this booth here that we’re sitting in now,” I tell her as I turn to look at her and smile. Morgan’s face is bright red, and her big hazel eyes are almost to the point of popping out of the sockets.

      “Zara James, stop! I don’t want to hear it.”

      “You know what you have to do to shut me up, right? I can go for days about this, you see?”

      “Oh I’m sure you can, but please don’t because I’m not telling you.”

      “How’s Jayden?”

      “Fine… Why?”

      “Just wondering, especially since you had that weird face this morning,” I say, as I try to direct this conversation elsewhere. She’s prepared herself for this, I can tell. Her knee is still going a mile a minute, but she’s not climbing away yet. I wonder if Hatcher prepped her. That’s it; he had to get to them all before I did. That little sneak… That’s okay; I know just the way to make this work. Without a word, I slide out and head to the back of the bakery to put my things away. This will give me enough time to come up with the whole plan before I put it into action. It seems the only person not against me right now is Frankie, but then again I have to wonder if she is. I mean, she knew to call the girls last night and conference them in on our conversation. It was totally her… That’s okay Francesca Gino, prepare for this hormonal pregnant woman to kick it up a notch. She might’ve run away to hide in New York, but that’s not going to stop me one bit. Once I put this plan in motion, she’ll be my focus as Hatcher won’t know what hit him.

      I waltz back out front and notice Morgan is leaning across the counter whispering to Jayden. Those two have to be the cutest thing ever. It makes my heart swell with happiness that she’s found a great guy like him. We didn’t know what we were going to do if she married Simon. When we told her that we were all ready to kidnap her and run, we meant it. I know you’re supposed to stand by and support your friends, but the closer and closer it got to the big day we were praying something would happen. I mean, don’t get me wrong, Simon started out great, but the last year before the wedding it all went to shit. Now, Jayden is something totally different. He’s someone that you can just tell by watching him that he adores her, and would do anything for Morgan or any of us girls. He’s learned quick how to make her slow down and enjoy the moments that happen around them. Jayden has also learned quickly to hide chocolate, and that she’s slick when she wants it. We’d actually discussed making the bakery chocolate free, which ended with her threating to change the locks and kick us all out of her business. I’m pretty sure that wouldn’t happen, but Morgan has been known to go a little crazy when it comes to her sweet tooth. I wonder how she would react if I took it all away like they have taken away my sex life? That would be fun to watch, and time to slide that one in the secret notebook for later.

      “What’s up, Jayden?”

      “Hi Zara, nothing, just came to get my fix and back to work I go.”

      “Your fix, huh? More like a double fix if you ask me. And why do you have that same weird look on your face? What is going on with you two?”

      “Nothing,” they both say in unison which sends the Zaradar on high alert. My eyes dart between them both and I even glance over to Jaime, who notices the same thing apparently, as she shrugs her shoulders in the I don’t know either fashion.

      “You two can’t fool me, I’ll figure it out soon enough,” I say and walk away. But before I get too far out of ear shot I hear them both say ‘We know’ which only causes more suspense to what it could be. Usually, Morgan can’t keep her mouth shut for nothing. If you don’t want one of the other girls to know something, you don’t tell Morgan. But, when I stop to think about it I wonder which one of us really can keep our traps shut. I believe that it would be Natasha; she has been known to keep secrets from us all. Maybe that’s why she was here this morning. Morgan had a secret and told Natasha, who will not tell either Frankie or me. Hmm. Or… It could have just been because she wanted to see my irritated face this morning from the lack of sex. See, this is what happens to me every time something happens. I end up having to question my friends’ motives. I turn around and head back out front, and don’t stop to look before I open my mouth. “What are you all up to? You’re all being evil little shits, and I can’t trust anyone,” and that’s when I see the smile on my husband’s face. Most wives would smile back, but not this one as I shoot him glares like I’m throwing knives at the spinning board you would see at a circus. With one glance towards Morgan who is now handing Jayden a box full of treats, I pivot on my heels and go back to the kitchen. Hatcher is the last person I want to see right now. Hell, I’ll give in with one touch if he tried anything.

      “For some reason, my beautiful pregnant wife left the house this morning without giving me a kiss goodbye. Have you seen her around here today?” Hatcher asks, in that deep sexy voice that vibrates through me like only his can. You know that voice that can make you weak in the knees, where you want to hold your legs together and bask in the vibrations? Well, that’s how his sounds all the time, and it’s one of my many weaknesses when it comes to him. “I haven’t seen her today, but I’ll let her know you’re looking for her when she shows up.” I respond without looking at him, already knowing where he is. He’s in his favorite part of the kitchen where I’ve found him several times over the years, leaning up against the metal shelf near the door, just watching me with his arms crossed over his chest. I’d bet money that his glasses have slid down his nose and he’s got the sexy Hatcher smirk that he only reserves for me. I take a chance and sneak a peek, trying to be slick and not let him notice that I’m looking. Bingo, I nailed that one and have him memorized for the rest of the day.

      “Zara, how long are you going to be mad at me?” That’s when I stop and turn to face him. I lean my body back towards him until I’m flesh up against his body. I look up in his eyes, raise a finger and place it over his lips to hush him. “Oh, my dear Hatcher, I’m not mad, I’m getting even for you hiding all my sexy clothes; so prepare for war. And when I say war- I mean it will be an all-out battle until I make you crack under the pressure or, from the lack of pressure from this body.” And with that last sentence, I back away slowly, keeping eye contact with him until he’s the first one to blink. “No one can be trusted... Not our friends, our family, and not even those crazy ladies in our neighborhood. You and me, Mister…”

      Hatcher pushes off the shelf, uncrosses his arms and prowls toward me like I’ve never seen him do. It’s at this moment that I know he holds all the cards in his hands, but I try to regain my composure and keep my wall up to win this battle. He stops inches away from me, raises his hand to my face, and wipes the hair away that’s fallen in my eyes. After he’s done, Hatcher gently raises my chin up so I’m staring right into his eyes before he speaks. “Zara, you know you couldn’t tell me no if your life depended on it. Are we really going to play this game?”

      I suck in the air around me as I prepare my voice, “Dear sweet husband, you started this war, not I. So prepare for a long road ahead … I can play this game just as well as you can.”

      “You do know that it was a joke, right? I was trying to make a point that we need to do other things like preparing the baby’s room, eat, unpack… you know, taking care of the house duties instead of just having sex all day long, right?”

      “Joke or no joke, it wasn’t nice Hatcher, and I do take care of the house duties.”

      “You do, but I want you to settle in and become comfortable in our home, make it your space not mine or the baby’s… It needs to be ours.”

      “Maybe, I’ll see what I can do. But… for the record you’re still not getting any.”

      “We’ll see who cracks first,” he says, and takes a step back and puts his hand out like we’re making a deal or something. That’s when it hits me… He is totally playing me and thinks I’ll crack first. That bastard…

      “Now that that’s all set, I need to head to the office. Oh, what’s up with Morgan?”

      “Thank God someone else sees it, too. That’s what I’ve been asking but haven’t been able to get a peep from her. Which clues me in that something is up.”

      “Agreed,” he says, before he lands his lips down on mine claiming a kiss like no other from me. It’s deep, full of need and desire. It’s the kiss of all kisses, one that would bring me to my knees if I wasn’t thinking of baking dishes and casseroles. That’s how I’m going to beat this, I’ll think of the suburban wives and those fifty disgusting meals they’ve brought over. Just as I figure this plan out Hatcher pulls back from me and gives me that suspicious eye of his, and with a wink he’s gone. It’s okay though as I welcome the alone time. I need to figure out what is happening. At first I thought it was me and hormones, but I know it’s not. Well, part of it isn’t while the other part is. Since I can’t fix anything now, I do the only thing I know to do in a time like this; I pull the long slip of orders off the board and set out to bake. Morgan had one thing right when she opened this place and said it would be the best thing to happen to her and me. It’s become part of our life, a way to deal with the pressure of every day hustle and bustle. At the end of the day the answer will be covered in frosting, sprinkles, and decorations.
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      The day went by as I expected- fast. This year the bakery has been busier than any other, and it’s good for not only Morgan, but me as well. Now part owner with Morgan, I look at things a little differently, just don’t go letting that fool you as I still allow her and Hatcher to handle the business side. I’ve been working on the attractions, like cupcake decorating for couples. Morgan hates it when I use that word.  I think she is afraid that I’ll turn the place into some circus act. Hah? The joke is on her though as I’ve come up with what I believe are some fresh ideas on transforming the bakery. I love how Morgan has transformed into our social butterfly; it’s like our roles have reversed on some level. Before, I’d be the one out front laughing and carrying on a conversation with people while Morgan would be baking up a storm to drown her worries away. While driving home, this is all I can focus on. I know I’m happy, but I question everything. I question the switch in our personalities. I question the way I look at life now. I question if I’ll be a good mother, wife, friend, co-owner, and how to juggle it all. An example is today I only came out of the kitchen to eat and then went back to work again. I lost myself in the dough and the kneading as my mind went blank. But it wasn’t empty at all; in fact, it was jumbled like a bowl of jelly beans being sifted through as you look for your favorite color. What do I have to worry about? I have a job, house, a loving husband, friends, family, and a child on the way. It’s picture perfect if you’re standing on the curb looking at it through the window. Something, however, is missing, and I just don’t know what that is yet or why. How can this be possible when I have more than most people and half the world dreams of the life I’m building? Oh wait, I spot the one thing wrong in my life, and she’s standing on the curb flirting with my baby daddy.

      As I pull into the drive, I cut my eyes toward Sheila McDomepants where she is gracefully batting her eyes at my husband. I can tell she has yet another one of her awful casseroles in her hand that I’ll end up throwing away in disgust. I turn the engine off and take a few deep breaths before I decide to waltz my round ass over to them. I know Hatcher is faithful, but this woman makes me want to start a wrestling match or just go bat shit crazy on her. I’ve never been the super jealous type, but since finding out I was pregnant I’ve taken this to a whole new level. I mean a WHOLE new level. Just last week I bit the cashier’s head off while she was ringing up our groceries, and all she did was laugh at something Hatcher said to me. See, I’m positive this is all the baby’s fault.  I blame it on the pregnancy because I just didn’t care before. Now, I feel as if my whole life is at stake here. This is just another one of the reasons I need to beat dough daily or screw my husband until I can’t think straight. The closer I get to them standing by the mailbox, the straighter my back gets and my hand tightens into a fist. I’m pretty sure they can hear my heart racing before I even get close, but right now I don’t care. I want her to go back across the street and my husband back to my house where we are safe from these people.

      I step up to Hatcher and wrap my arms around his neck as I slowly pull him down to my lips. It’s right now that I put all this pent up energy into this kiss. Yes, I might be claiming him, but that’s not the point. The point is I want to kiss my husband, and while doing this, I can show her exactly what is mine- and mine only. I don’t let up as I tangle our tongues together as if they will never see each other again. My hands tighten their grip at the nape of Hatcher’s neck. A few minutes pass by and McDomepants Sheila clears her throat, “Hi Zara, I made you a chicken and rice casserole,” but I don’t pull back from our embrace until I’m ready and completely satisfied. When I turn towards her, the look of shock, and maybe a little disgust, is written all over her face as I wipe the corners of my mouth like I just had a snack. Oh wait, I did, and it was good… Hatcher’s eyes are hooded with want and need, which will benefit me only more once we get back inside. I don’t care if I give in and lose our game, needing to feel close to him right now. I need Hatcher to confirm that what we have is real, and not because of our accident. I just need him… It’s like I can’t breathe without him; I literally can have a panic attack if I think about losing him. This is all so new to me that I can’t process it all. Maybe something is wrong with me? Maybe I’m just not wired the way most women are? I don’t know, but this conversation with Shelia is over.

      “Thanks, Shelia, but I’m allergic to casseroles now and need to go,” I say quickly as I reach for Hatcher’s hand and pull him towards the safety of our home. Once we are both inside, I turn towards him and notice the heated look in his eyes. I slide my shirt up and over my head allowing it to crash to the floor between us. Before I remove another article of clothing, I stop and ask. “This needs to be agreed upon before I move another inch. I’m requesting a timeout from our bet. Just long enough to feel whole again and then we are back on- do you agree to this?”

      Hatcher doesn’t respond right away; he’s making me wait it out to see what I’ll do. I hold his stare until he answers. “First, you’re something else, and we’ll talk about that little stunt you just pulled outside. Second, you’re absolutely beautiful and all mine. Third, I missed you today in more ways than you can imagine. Fourth, I’ll grant you a timeout only if you tell me why you need to feel whole.”

      I release the breath I’ve been holding, but I don’t answer. A part of me wants to tell him why I feel so vulnerable, while the other half says to shut up and put my shirt back on. I’m afraid he’ll think I’ve completely lost my mind if I tell him. I believe it’s the domestic life that has caused me to go bonkers. I never thought that I would be married, pregnant, co-owner to the bakery, and driving to a house outside the city. The thought of it all usually sends me into a minor panic attack. I’ve got to own it, and let him in on what has been bothering me. I can give him a little something to satisfy him for now, but it will only hold him off for a few days as he always sees right through me. Hatcher’s the only one that can read me like a book.

      “Hatcher, I’m stressed, scared, and just need for you to want me.”

      “Zara, what would make you think I didn’t want you? I can’t imagine life without you in it. I’ve loved you from the very first day I met you.”

      “I know, but look, this life is moving so fast and one day you might wake up and think that it was all a trap and leave. What am I going to do living here in this big house near the robots that walk around this neighborhood? Face it, Hatcher; I’m not going to be able to make you happy for long. This is all new and exciting today, but what about six months from now? Huh?”

      “What am I going to do with you?” he asks as he moves closer to me. Once he’s reached me, he places his hands on the sides of my face causing me to look up at him. I try to give him a shy smile, but he shakes his head at me before he speaks again. “Zara, you have got to calm down, do you understand me? This isn’t healthy, and it’s insane that you think this way. I asked you a million times before the baby to marry me, and I know it wasn’t a trap. You need to open up to me, tell me your fears and allow me to take them away as you will mine. Every day when I roll over and watch you sleep, I thank God that you are mine. When I see you place your hand on your belly without knowing that you’re doing it, I thank him again for giving us this life together. You, me, and this child are all that matter- nothing else.”

      “You say that now, just wait until I can’t see my feet or you see how huge my vagina will be after giving birth. You’ll change your mind…” I say, giving him a sideways smirk.

      “You are something to be reckoned with. Now, if you feel better I’d like to take the rest of these clothes off you. I mean, it’s been more than twenty-four hours since I’ve had my wife, you know?”

      “I’m done, and your wife would very much like that, Mr. James, but remember you’re cut off and that means my clothes stay on. You started this, and I’ll be the one to finish it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      Needless to say, it was another night of tossing and turning while I lay next to the man in my bed who, by the way, puts off a ton of heat while resting comfortably. If this is the way it’s going to be until I give in, I need to go ahead and give up because I love to sleep and need it- along with a little action to top me off. I reminded Hatcher that us girls are going to New York tomorrow, which means I’ll be home early to pack. I texted Morgan to see if I could just bunk with her tonight and save on time in the morning, but apparently her and Jayden have plans and by plans I mean they’re doing what I should be doing; playing in the sack. As I’m sitting at the traffic light near the parking garage, I notice Natasha and Diesel walking across the street to the bakery. I smile as I plan to ask her if I can stay over. Since Morgan denied me a sleep over before we leave, it’s only fair that I try the next friend. If Natasha agrees, I’ll rub it in Morgan’s face that we’ll have a girl’s night without her. Of course, I should remind you that her rebuttal was the simple fact that we will be in New York having girl’s night with Frankie, so I should go home and suck it up with my husband. I hurry up and park, making my way around the corner and heading in so I can figure out the rest of our plans. We still haven’t said anything to Frankie and I hope we can keep it that way until tomorrow. The last conversation we had with her, you could hear it in her voice that she missed us. Which is the reason we plan to surprise her. Once I enter, I notice the cute little blonde standing next to Diesel looking through the glass of the front counter. I smile as I hear her voice, “Ms. Morgan, can I have one of those, please?”

      “You sure can,” Morgan responds as she reaches in and grabs a cinnamon twist and places it on a plate for her to enjoy. When Cassidy turns around to head over to her table, she spots me right away. “Mrs. Zara!” She screeches at a whole new level that I’ve never heard her reach before. I pivot to head her way and watch her as she places her plate down and dashes toward me in one swift move. It literally is like a blink of an eye before she is wrapped around my legs. It’s crazy how we’ve only known her for a few short months, but she’s become one of us already. Natasha had us all over one afternoon for a tea party, and it seems to have become a monthly thing now. I mean, have you ever seen three grown ladies in hats, crazy dresses, scarfs, drinking tea and eating cookies? If not, you totally should because in my opinion, it was pretty epic. It makes me want a girl, but at the same time, I hope for a boy. See the conflict here? I’m a mess over this. But Cassidy has come into our group and wrapped us all around her fingers. Diesel, on the other hand, is wrapped around Natasha’s fingers, and I couldn’t be happier with this. For years she’s fought against finding someone that she could settle down with, and all of us think it’s him. He is the total opposite of her, but it’s just enough to give her the push and edge that she needs. Hell, it doesn’t hurt that she’d do anything for his daughter. I remember a few weeks ago she needed to talk and wanted me instead of Morgan, which by the way it was a proud moment for me as she always talks to Morgan about things like this. We went to dinner, and all she needed was my ear as she explained her fears with this new journey. The fact that our super strong Natasha is scared to have her heart broken by not just a man but a beautiful young child is priceless. I can see her drawing visitation papers up if they ever split up, this would just allow her to still visit her inner child that she keeps hidden. A tug of my pants legs brings my attention back to the reason I’m standing here with a smile on my face from ear to ear. “Hi Cassidy, how are you today?” I ask, as I grab her hand and bring her over to the table and take a seat across from her.

      “I’m okay. Where’s the baby?” I laugh as she knows I’m pregnant and asks this question every time she sees me. She doesn’t fully comprehend that it’s in my belly and it will be a few more months before it arrives. I pat my tummy and explain to her that it’s still growing. See, I’ve learned that you can’t tell all the details about how the baby will just pop out of my hoo-ha and cause havoc on everything. That, mind you, was quickly explained at the tea party.

      “Morning Zara, you ready for the trip?” Natasha asks as she slides in next to me allowing Diesel to sit next to his daughter. I turn my head in his direction as I answer her, “I’ll be ready and can I stay with you tonight?” I ask and laugh out loud as I’m examining Diesel sitting on the bench.

      “No, and what’s so funny?”

      “Have you ever noticed how big his arms are? I mean, look they’re larger than Cassidy.”

      “Yes, I have seen, and why do you want to stay at my house, don’t you have one of your own?”

      “I do and since we have ears all I can say is that if you girls want a safe trip tomorrow; someone needs to let me sleep over tonight.”

      “No… No… No… Do not let her sucker you into this, Natasha,” Morgan says as she’s sitting a few muffins down for us.

      “Why? What am I missing?”

      “I’ll explain since we have others in our presence. Since the missing articles of clothing, someone started a game of not going to sleep, which has caused a lot of pent up aggression and moodiness, and shall I say, she’s extremely grumpy,” Morgan explains while I cut my eyes in her direction.

      “You all started this, so you have to deal with me,” I say with a smile.

      “No, I didn’t start anything- I just agreed with Frankie on it. It was, what did she call it? Payback! That’s right, and I’m not even sure what the payback was for, but it was pretty funny. I’ll ask you nicely to deal with that before we are locked into a plane together, please?”

      “Nope… Not happening and you will all suffer just as much as I am.”

      “Oh, we won’t be,” Natasha and Morgan say in unison, and I know now why I’m not allowed over to either’s house tonight.

      “Slide out Natasha, I need to get to work since I’m currently friendless. I’ll just go to the kitchen and talk to the flour like I’ve grown accustomed to doing.” She stands and allows me to exit the bench before she laughs and calls out to me, “Tell the flour we said hello.”

      I stop short of the kitchen door and turn my head in their direction, “You are very lucky you have company or else I would tell you what the flour would say,” I respond and enter my new safe zone.

      I examine the tickets for today and tomorrow and set my eyes on the one cake that I’ve been dying to bake since the order came in. It’s for a baby shower and something in me has wanted to create this one since day one. It’s nothing fancy as they have requested a simple three tier yellow cake mix with the bottom in a grayish color, middle white, and the top a baby blue with a hint of teal in the mix. A tiny layer of lace ribbon fondant around the edges and the front should showcase buttons, a bow tie, and a mustache on the top. I mean, how much more elegant can you be with this cake? I warned the girls on planning mine. I don’t want it over the top, just simple and me – which Frankie said we would have to design a pregnant lady with a big belly and have the kid popping out between my legs. Of course, the more I think of it I would pee my pants if that was my cake. I trust that this is in Morgan’s hands and not the girls’ as we would never order our cakes from someplace else.

      I’ve also warned them no animals on top of mine, we don’t need to look like we’re going to the zoo, for Pete's sake. You should see some of the ones we get in here. It’s crazy the stuff people ask for, but I just want simple. Which is probably why I love this one and can’t wait to get it done. After I make it, I have a few other random birthday cakes and cupcakes to finish up before I can leave for the day. When I start gathering my ingredients I realize that all of our shelf space is full of orders and backup supplies from the last few days. I poke my head out front to ask Morgan, “Hey, where am I to put all the orders today? We are running out of space you know.”

      “I know, Derrick is coming today to deliver and I’m sorry I packed the racks this morning as I wanted to make sure we are fully equipped while we’re gone.”

      “No worries, I just need a place for this cake once I’m done, they should be here before closing to pick it up, though.”

      “Okay, I’ll come help find a place in a minute,” Morgan says, and I nod my head before I turn and head back to the kitchen. With a glance around the rest of the kitchen, I have to wonder how much longer we can stay here. We have a calendar full of orders for almost the remainder of the year, not to mention the random ones that come in which Morgan can’t seem to say no to or the daily baking we have to keep up with for the day to day business. After we had catered the cake for the Mayor’s daughter’s wedding over the Christmas holiday, the Polka Dot bakery was featured in our local business magazine as the best bakery in Atlanta. It was pretty cool as they did a little interview with us all and took pictures of us working and placed them around the article. Hatcher still comes in and helps from time to time; Jaime has become our right hand, which we plan to promote to a store-front manager. One of the things we need to talk about while away is how many more employees we need. The bigger I get, the harder it will be for me to actually work in the kitchen and be on my feet. The plan is to be here as much as I can and Morgan tries to keep up, but with all her other owner duties it’s also becoming hard for her. Plus, she’s backed away just a little so she can have what we call ‘Jayden time’. Which is code for he’s got a few hours away from the studio and doesn’t want to be bothered by anyone. It’ll all work out, but in the meantime, we have to figure out a plan so it’ll work in the end.

      I hear “Peacock” by Katy Perry coming from my back pocket and I can’t help but smile.  Yes, I set that to Hatcher’s ring tone and it’s amazing… I take a moment to decide if I want to answer or not. I know if I don’t answer and ignore his calls he will only end up showing up here at the bakery, but I just don’t want to talk to him right now.  I know I’m sulking, and it’s my right to sulk, and yes I know I started this game and could give in at any time. But… Here’s the thing, I’m very competitive and don’t like to lose, so I have to keep going until he is begging for me. Yes, that is the plan. I tug the phone from my pocket and put it on vibrate so I can focus on the task at hand- creating this amazing cake.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The day went on without hearing anything else from Hatcher, which was surprising that he didn’t even show up to check on me. A tiny portion of my heart is hurt from this, but it’s my own fault for ignoring him and not opening up to what I’m genuinely worried about. Maybe this trip is what I need, maybe being away from here for a few days will help me process my life. Not to mention I miss Frankie and know that she’d understand my concerns more than anyone else around us would. When I make the turn into our subdivision my eyes zone in on all the houses I pass. All the houses resemble each other with their cookie-cutter style.  Everything else makes them different …  the colors, landscape, cars parked in the driveway, the couples in the front lawns, the people standing on the sidewalks chatting about what I assume to be little league and the neighborhood picnic that’s coming up. I received the flyer in the mailbox the other day but quickly trashed it as I have no plans to join in on this fun. A few of the ladies wave as I pass inching myself closer to the safety of my walls, but I notice how some of their smiles aren’t real. They don’t meet the ear to ear qualifications that I usually sport, and that scares me. As soon as I pull into the driveway, I push it all down deep to fester. It’s when I open the car door that I notice Hatcher leaning against the doorframe of our front door. He’s got that sexy smirk plastered all over his face. It’s the one that I fell in love with, the one that melts my heart and makes me say yes to everything this man desires from me. That’s the one thing I don’t want to lose, the day he stops showing me this- is the day my life as I know it will be over. That also gets pushed down deep as I return the smile at my husband and put one foot before the other to march towards him for my greeting.

      “Evening,” he says in his deep voice.

      “Evening, how’s my husband tonight?” escapes from my lips as he wraps his arms around my waist dipping his chin down the crook of my neck. He places his lips on my bare skin, just enough to give me a kiss that leaves a trail of goosebumps over my flesh.

      “Better now that his family is home. Come on, I made dinner,” he says as he drags me inside and I shut the door behind us. The aroma of chicken sautéed in a lemon basil sauce hits my nostrils instantly causing my stomach to growl. “Did you eat today? And I mean something other than pastries?”

      “I did… Morgan went out and picked up soup and sandwiches for us. I told you I would eat more, so you don’t need to worry as your food police are on the job,” I say, cutting my eyes at him. I only do this because I know he has people watching me. It’s not that I don’t eat; I just get sidetracked and don’t remember until my stomach growls in protest. My weight has been on target, which proves that not only am I growing, but so is our child.

      “I don’t know what you mean, but I’m happy to hear you had lunch today. Especially since I called to see if you wanted to join Brody and myself.”

      “Sorry, it’s been so busy, and I had a few cakes I wanted to do myself today. Plus, Jaime will be handling most of the stuff while we are gone and I didn’t want her stressed on the backlogged orders. Oh, by the way, Morgan told me you volunteered to help while we are away, and that’s super sweet of my husband to come to the rescue. Wouldn’t it be funny if you, Jayden, and Brody all put on aprons for us women to have some girl time?”

      “How do you know we aren’t?” he asks with a wink and it causes me to laugh because I can actually picture them all helping out to make sure we have a stress free time away from the bakery. I push that thought down and figure I’ll hear about this one once we all return.

      Hatcher announces that dinner is made, and I grab my plate so we can eat and then I need to pack. I can feel the sexual tension floating around us and I wonder how the rest of the night will go. I can’t help myself as this is all I can focus on while I shove food in my mouth. I push back from the table and head in the kitchen to refill my glass with water. When I open the fridge I notice that dessert is staring back at me. Yes, I might actually hear it calling for me to skip the rest of my meal and go right to this part of the night. I pivot on my heels and notice Hatcher watching me as I walk back over to join him. I fumble with my lips, this child I’m carrying wanting me to kiss its father right now. I would never admit this to Morgan, and only Hatcher knows this, but I’m cheating on our bakery. Since we’re trying to keep Morgan from eating chocolate, we’ve cut down on some of the items we carry that require it. It’s a known fact that if we have it, she sticks her finger in it. Which causes massive lips, and hives now, so to outsmart her, we only do them upon request. Usually when those special items come in, either I or Jaime run to get it. This has also helped with not keeping it in stock. We thought by not keeping it on the menu but having it on hand would cut down on Morgan sneaking a bite here or there. Oh, we actually caught her in the freezer with a bowl of left over chocolate in her hands and the biggest lips of the century one time. A month ago while leaving Hatcher’s parents, I was craving brownies, and we stopped at this little place around the corner from their house. Hatcher said I would love them, and I have to say he wasn’t wrong at all. It’s the best thing ever, or it could just be that I didn’t have to make them. I like to put them in the refrigerator to stay cold while I scoop vanilla bean ice cream on top of them. Nothing else needs to be mixed with it, no sauce, whipped cream- nothing but cold brownie and two scoops of my favorite ice cream on top. That to me right now will be ranked right with an orgasm.

      “I see you brought out the big guns tonight, didn’t you? Are you trying to get in my pants, Hatcher James?”

      “No, I honestly want a nice evening with my wife before she leaves me for a strange city. Plus, I know how much you love them, and I was in the area.”

      “Why were you in the area? That’s not even near the office,” I question, as I wonder what he might be up to.

      “Went to see my mother today, just wanted to check on her and I needed to roam around the attic for a bit.”

      “Attic?” I say with my face contoured in confusion.

      “After we eat I’ll show you what I found.”

      “Clarify… Eat dinner or dinner and dessert?”

      “Dinner first, surprise second, and dessert third.”

      “Okay,” I say, as I scoop up the rest of my food and let the flavors caress my taste buds like they are dancing.  Dinner passed with our typical banter back and forth as I explained the baby cake I made today while Hatcher explained to me what him and Brody have been doing. I feel like he’s leaving something out, but that’s a conversation we need to leave for later.

      “Leave the plates; I can’t wait any longer for what I need to show you. Come on,” he says, dragging me behind him towards the garage. He flips the light on and my eyes land on an antique cherry wood cradle in mint condition.

      “Hatcher, where did you find this?” I breathe out as I allow my fingers to run over the wood and watch as the cradle rocks slowly back and forth.

      “It was mine and mom kept it all these years for me. My grandfather made it when my mom found out she was having me. It’s been covered in a sheet for all these years. Last time we were over for dinner, she reminded me that she had this and wanted me to have it for our child.”

      “I can’t believe how good of a condition it’s in. This is… it’s just beautiful, and I don’t have words,” I finally get out and can’t stop the tears from flowing anymore. I wasn’t even thinking about baby furniture, and here Hatcher is bringing us homemade pieces for our child. I guess I just planned to put it in a laundry basket and call it a day. I’m totally not prepared for this and have no idea what I need to be doing.

      “Don’t cry Babe, it’s okay if you don’t want to use it.”

      “Don’t want to use it, are you nuts? Yes, we are putting it in the nursery and I just hope we can keep it in this condition for our grandchild.”

      “First, this goes in our room while the baby is a newborn and yes we will keep it like this for our next one and future grandkids.”

      “Oh…” I say in confusion, mentally noting that this is a newborn size crib and that I need to figure things out.

      “Come on, let’s get you dessert so you can finish packing and get some rest. You look tired tonight,” he says as I lead the way back to our kitchen and prepare our snack. My mouth is literally drooling from the smell of the brownie, and I thank God right now that I’m not allergic to chocolate. I can’t imagine Morgan pregnant and not able to enjoy this concoction.
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      I overslept this morning and now find myself flying through traffic to make it to the airport on time. I texted the girls before I left to let them know that I would meet them at the gate and to not worry. Thankfully, I was able to find a close parking spot once I arrived at the airport, checked my bag in record time, and now I’m standing here in the TSA line ready to walk through the crazy machine. I slide my shoes off and place them in the dingy brown tray along with my purse, backpack, and phone. Walking through without any beeps, I’m waiting for my stuff to come down the conveyor belt when I hear the one behind the counter ask whose belongings these are. That’s when I take a glance and notice she’s holding up my backpack. I raise my hand and state that it’s mine. Once I’m closer, I notice she’s opened my bag and is going through my stuff.

      “What are you doing? I don’t have time for this as I’m going to miss my flight.”

      “Ma’am, you can’t take all this on the plane. We’re just going to remove it and toss it away so you can be on your way.”

      “What do you mean I can’t take it on the plane? It’s only juice, water, brownies, chips, a few granola bars, and look I’m pregnant and those bags of peanuts aren’t going to fill me up until we land in New York.”

      “I’m sorry, but we can’t allow food or drinks from the outside on the plane. You are welcome to stop by the gift shop and purchase items before boarding,” she says as she hands me back my backpack that weighs less now that I’m foodless. I glance down the aisle and notice Natasha headed my way in search of me. A part of me wants to blow up and go crazy on them, but I honestly don’t have time to be detained which would be the end result of this problem. So I snatch my bag out of the lady’s hands and grab the rest of my stuff. Saying I’m pissed off is an understatement.  I’m starving and didn’t have time to eat before I left this morning. They better have a case of honey nut salted peanuts on this ride or we are in for a world of hurt.

      “Took you long enough,” Natasha says as she approaches me and helps balance me so I can slide my shoes back on.

      “Don’t start with me, Natasha. I’m tired, hungry, and pissed that the TSA chick took all my food.” I state as we start to head down to our gate where Morgan is waiting on us.

      “Figured they would so we got you all this,” she tells me as she opens a bag in her hand.  My eyes light up and my mouth turns into a water fountain as I dig in and open the blueberry mini muffins that are right on top.

      “How did you know I would need food?” I ask with my mouth full.

      “Hatcher texted and said to stock up on the amenities or TSA would be arresting you.”

      “That man…” is all I can say as I see Morgan waving her hands in the air for us to hurry up. Natasha and I speed up and I have to say we barely boarded the plane in time. It would have been a disaster if we had to wait for the next flight.

      “I texted Frankie and she’s off today. She stated that she was having a lazy day and catching up on some work. She still doesn’t know we are coming or suspect a thing,” Morgan explains as we are all buckled and waiting for the plane to take off.

      “She is going to scream when she opens that door and sees us standing there. I’m so excited to see her and her place. Is it me or has it been forever since we’ve seen our girl?” I ask with excitement.

      “It’s been forever, and I know she’s going to be thrilled to see us. Do you remember the last time we all went to New York for that weekend away?” Morgan asks.

      “Yes, I thought I was going to have to bail us all out of jail and use my new degree to keep Zara from going to prison. Hey, let’s try to stay out of trouble this time around and no male strip shows this time, little momma,” Natasha warns, giving me a nudge with her shoulder. It only causes my eyes to go wide as I can’t speak well with a mouth full of blueberry muffins. I down a huge gulp of apple juice and look over at them. “It wasn’t my fault; I didn’t know what the guys were saying in Spanish. Who would’ve known that he was offering me sex and drugs while an undercover cop was sitting next to us?”

      “You might have known if you actually studied in class. I mean, how the hell did you make straight A’s and not even know how to say sex in Spanish?” Morgan asks.

      “Easy, I slept with the professor and let me tell you I had to work hard for that A.” I smile and pop another muffin in my mouth as I hear Natasha say, “You know when that child is born we will have blackmail to use against you. Just remember that in your parenting skills. We know your deepest, darkest secrets and aren’t afraid to use them against you.”

      I smile; sure that Natasha doesn’t know them all.  Frankie does, but I’m not saying a word about that. Poor Frankie would crack under Natasha’s cross examination skills. When Natasha first started practicing law, we would go sit in the back of the courtroom and watch her do her thing. I know it might be lame, but we were so proud of her, and after hours and hours of being her pretend jury we wanted to see our hard work in action. I have to say that even though I’m not into women, I would have had sex with her after that first case. She was strong, passionate, and stood her ground in her navy blue suit. That was when her relationship with Marcus started. Something about her drive and the way she could make a jury eat from her hands had him begging for her. It wasn’t until years later that we all found out he had a thing for associates, and had a string of them on the side. It nearly crushed her and caused her to lose her case that she’d spent months preparing for. That’s when we watched Natasha transform into the person we see today. Don’t get me wrong, we all love her the way she is, but the soft side of her vanished with her heart. Diesel and Cassidy are pulling those strings out and mending her soul back together one section at a time. I just pray we don’t have to go back down that road ever again.

      Our normal banter goes back and forth between us and before we know it we’re landing at LaGuardia. Exiting the plane, we make our way down to the baggage claim. Natasha sends me to get a taxi as she and Morgan grab our bags. It’s a little past lunch and we are all starving, which causes Morgan to snap us in gear. The plan is to arrive and kidnap Frankie for lunch and a little sightseeing before dinner. I’ve managed to occupy the taxi driver with my southern charm until the girls arrive with our luggage. The sweet man packs the trunk and jumps in the driver’s seat, and before I know what happens, we are plastered to the sticky leather seat as he juts out in traffic. I’m pretty sure that I saw my life flashing by like ten times before we arrive at Frankie’s apartment building. Lucky for us, the door man has our names on the list of approved people. Ha, this is great because they don’t even have to call and warn her that we are coming up. The three of us stuff the elevator with our bags and hit the sixth floor button and watch as the floors light up above the door.

      Prepared to surprise our friend we knock three times on the front door together.  When the door opens, we realize the joke is really on the three of us. Standing before us in nothing but a towel is a man that looks to be in his mid-twenties, jet black hair, dripping water down his chest. Morgan moves to look at the number on the door and back up to the guy before us.

      I go to open my mouth and ask if Frankie lives here, but just before I do I hear her voice come from behind him, “Who’s at the door?” He steps to the side, showcasing the three of us standing outside her door in shock.

      “Ummm… Hi guys, okay… Well, come on in before you make a scene. Josh, why don’t you go get dressed and let me… Shit, I just need a moment,” she says, as she tightens her towel around her naked body.

      We all step in and I can tell that Morgan and Natasha aren’t going to say anything since they left their mouths out in the hallway by the door. I, on the other hand, have a lot to say about this. “Who’s that?” I spit out, crossing my arms over my chest.

      “What a surprise, I can’t believe you just flew up here to see me. It would’ve been nice to have called and told me that you were coming.”

      “Cut the shit Frankie, and spill it,” I say, a little more upset than I should be.

      “Zara, calm down and let me go get dressed. Make yourselves comfortable and I’ll be right back.”

      Frankie dashes off down her hallway towards the back of the apartment. Morgan and Natasha find a seat in the living room while I stand here with my arms crossed over my chest still fuming. The only thing I can think about right now is how Brody would feel if it was him surprising her and not us. This would crush him, finding another man with Frankie. How am I supposed to not say anything about this? Hell, the guy would jump in a volcano to make her happy if she wanted him to and here she is running away to another city and screwing another man while the one she left behind is waiting for the love of his life to return to him. This makes no sense to me and I can’t wrap my mind around what I just witnessed. The more I stand here the more my heart breaks for all parties involved. Still standing here, my eyes zone in on the guy named Josh who walks towards me. He stops for a brief moment to say it was nice to meet us, which only means that Morgan and Natasha return the same kindness. I on the other hand, stare daggers through his heart and eyes at the same time. I make eye contact with him and before I can blink, he dashes away from me and out the door, surely avoiding me before I go bat shit crazy. I have to say he’s a smart guy for that, but not smart to be here in the first place.

      I take this chance to look around the apartment and notice nothing here reflects the Frankie I know. She has one picture of the four of us on her side table and that’s it. It’s like she’s erased her life back in Atlanta. How can this be? Where’s my friend and what has New York done with her?

      I plop down next to Natasha and pull the snack bag out from my backpack. Yes, I saved a few muffins for later and since I’m stressed, I need to eat before I flip out on them with my baby hormones. Frankie comes hopping out on one leg as she slides her shoe on and comes to a complete stop when she notices the firing squad situated on her sofa. Something deep within me lights a fire and I can feel my blood boiling like it never has before. If I’m being honest, I could walk out the door now and catch an early flight back to Atlanta and never look back. I feel as if she’s betrayed me in some way and I’m not even the one who is in love with her. I keep thinking to myself over and over again how Brody wanted to do this same exact thing. He wanted to fly here a few weeks ago and throw her over his shoulder and bring her home- back where she belongs. But, now here we are waiting and from the looks of Natasha and Morgan, I’m going to be the one to start this conversation. The now empty bag of muffins gets placed on the coffee table and I dust my hands off from the crumbs. Yes, I don’t even care if I make a mess right now as this apartment is too clean and perfect.

      I cross my left leg over my right knee and look up at Frankie. “Care to explain what’s going on here?”

      “No, I don’t as there isn’t anything to explain. I have a friend who happens to be a guy, and you three decided to barge in and surprise me. What are you all doing here anyway?”

      “I think you do have some explaining to do, and since you’re our best friend we wanted to see you. But… You know what? Maybe that was a mistake, as it seems your new life has kidnapped you,” I say as I take another look around the place. The pristine white and modern look is causing me to want to smash and break things. Like really, I want to pick up the white twisted glass vase on the table and throw it against the wall.

      “Natasha, Morgan, can you calm her down? I don’t see the problem with this.  The only problem is you surprising me and barging into my apartment unannounced.”

      Fuming, I stand and pace to try to calm myself before I lash back at my best friend and regret what I want to say. I turn and start to open my mouth and Natasha holds her hand up and stops me so she can speak. “Clearly we have caused an inconvenience with our surprise visit, Frankie, but the old friend we know would’ve loved this kind of surprise. Now, I’ve reserved us a suite at the Sheraton in Times Square. The best thing for all of us to do right now is give you some space and feed the cranky one. You have our numbers, and Frankie I expect to see you by dinner, okay?”

      “Thanks Natasha, and yes, give me a few to regroup and I’ll meet you all for dinner.”

      “I can’t believe you are letting her off this easy, this is ridiculous and so not right,” I say and stomp away, not able to wrap my head around any of this. Here we are miles away from home and she’s fine with us checking into a hotel. Not to mention she’s letting us walk away like nothing, like our friendship has meant nothing to her. I stand at the door and watch Natasha and Morgan head my direction. The expression on Frankie’s face is somber, but at this moment I don’t care. Yes, I know this might be a little childish, but I’m also hurt and feel cheated on by this situation. Not to mention, I hate secrets and can’t stand the fact that I’ll have to return home and make something up for Brody. Silence overtakes the elevator as we head back down to the lobby to flag a cab.

      Natasha takes over and gets us to the hotel where she checks us in.  None of us have spoken yet as they’re trying to give me a little time to process everything. See, Frankie and I go all the way back to freshman year of college where we met and became roommates. We’ve been thick as thieves since then and the woman we just saw here in this state is not my friend. I hate this feeling, I hate that I feel like I’ve lost her when I need her the most. I want her to come home with us and help me shop for this baby, the house, and tell me what to do. The hardest thing I’ve ever had to do was tell her I was pregnant, but there’s so much more she doesn’t know. Deep down, I know I’ll be able to figure this out, but I need her support to make this work. The whole planning of this trip was so I could see her and confide my fears; it’s just not the same with Hatcher, Natasha, or Morgan. They would listen and offer me the support I think I need, but Frankie will not only tell me but show me in the same light. Needless to say, I’m terrified of the outcome from this trip and I want to crawl up in this fluffy bed before me and sleep the rest of the trip away. Now more than anything, I wish I would have given in to my husband and let him win that bet, just so I would’ve been a little more relaxed before arriving.

      “Zara, I ordered us room service for lunch as you need to eat and get some rest. We’ll figure out dinner later this afternoon, okay?” Morgan says from the doorway of my room. I didn’t even look around the space as I found the first room and made it mine. I shake my head in agreement and curl into the dozens of pillows that cover my queen bed.
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      I’m not even sure what time it is since right after I ate my lunch I closed the huge drapes and went to sleep to mourn something that I’m not even sure about. Most wouldn’t understand how I feel or they’d blow it off to nothing. But, here’s the thing… I have hopes and dreams and they aren’t just for me. I pray that Brody and Frankie will finally get together and have their happy ever after. I want her to have what I have with Hatcher. He is my everything; not to mention he’s made me believe in love and family – even though I’m scared shitless. I see us living next door to each other in suburban hell, raising our children and just being us as we cause madness with the housewives from hell. A faint knock emits throughout the dark room, “Come in,” I say as I position myself up in the bed to greet my visitor and notice right away it’s Frankie coming to wake me.

      “Hey, you awake? We all thought we would go get some dinner if you’re up for it.”

      “I have an alien growing in me, of course I want food.  That’s all I seem to want now, food, juice, sex, and brownies, and not in that particular order either,” I say as I roll myself out of bed, making my way over to my luggage so I can change and freshen up. With a glance at what Frankie is wearing I know it’s safe for me to wear my black Maxi dress and jean jacket as it’s cooler here than back home. I grab my makeup bag and head to the bathroom and slam the door behind me so she knows to not follow. Currently, I need food before I can think about dealing with our tiff.

      It didn’t take me long to pull my hair up in a low twist, freshen my makeup, and change my clothes before I’m back out in the living room. The girls seem to be having a casual conversation when I enter. Just my presence has them grabbing purses and racing to the door. The air around us is stiff like a jack straight up from a local bar and all I want is food. I could care less right now about a conversation, or Frankie’s reasons on being with that guy and such a witch to us when we arrived. Morgan and Natasha are chatting about something that I can’t hear while I continue to stare at Frankie. It’s like I’m searching for something different. Something to explain the difference in my friend.  Did she grow a new head, have an electronic chip planted in her head so she can be controlled like a robot, or even get a gang tattoo that would explain why the guy she’s screwing looks like a mobster? That could explain the reason and difference. Maybe she walked in on a robbery gone bad by the mob and they are blackmailing her to keep her mouth shut. That, I think I could handle, but how do I find out if that is the case? It’s not like she would be able to tell me if that’s what’s happening, but it wouldn’t hurt. So me being me, I blurt it out. “Frankie, are you mixed up with the mob? I mean, are they using you for a sex ring, drugs, money laundering?”

      “No Zara, I’m not mixed up with the mob. God, you two were right, she has lost her mind,” She says as we step out in the cool air of the night.

      “I’ve not lost my mind. If you guys think about this, it would make sense.”

      “How would that make sense?” Morgan questions as she gives me this weird look while we flag down a cab.

      “Simple, Frankie is being blackmailed into dating the head guy’s son in order for them to keep tabs on her. They want to make sure that whatever she witnessed, she doesn’t go to the police. I mean, we could all be in danger now.”

      “Have you been watching those crime shows again? The last time you did that you were convinced that my Uncle Tommy was an axe murderer and wanted in like ten states.”

      “You have to admit he looked just like the guy they were looking for, plus he was creepy and weird. Totally fit the standards.”

      “Morgan, what have you been feeding her? I told you all to watch her sugar intake and to block those crime channels. Things will get weird and we can’t have her poking around in the dark trying to fit in some black clothes as she stalks people with her protruding belly.”

      “Don’t mess with my food, and no, I’m only watching a few shows. If you bothered to come home you would know that, now wouldn’t you?”

      “Okay you two, let’s keep the peace until after dinner. You two take that cab and Morgan and I will take this one.” Natasha, always the planner, takes over as she pushes Morgan in the back seat and slams the door to her taxi, leaving the two of us on the sidewalk watching them drive away.

      “I hope you know where we are going,” I ask as I slide in and wait for her to give the driver the address. I know what they are doing and it’s not going to work. I sit back and wait to see if she’ll say anything first. I’m so hardheaded that I refuse to start the conversation, deciding to wait it out and make her sweat it some. Within a few minutes we’re arriving at our location and notice it’s a Tapas restaurant. It’s not like ours back home, but it’ll work, especially if the food is good because at this point I could eat a house and not feel guilty for doing it alone.

      The four of us walk in like we’ve been here a million times. Frankie bypasses us and waves the hostess down. A tall blonde comes over and embraces her with a big hug and instructs us to follow her. I look around the place and to my friends to see if they find this weird or not. I mean, what the hell is going on, and how is it that we can just walk right in without a reservation? This whole trip is a hot mess that I need to wake up from, that’s one thing I can’t wait to do –return home.

      Reviewing the menu, I’m startled when the hostess comes back over and drops off a few baskets of mini slices of garlic breads and what smells like a basil herb butter sauce. I take this moment to grab a few slices and dig in as it smells divine and my mouth waters to taste it.

      “So, Frankie, what have you been doing? How’s business?” Morgan asks to cut the tension at the table. My ears perk up to hear this as I continue to stuff my mouth.

      “Just adjusting to the city life really, and business is great. I have clients lined up for months and new contacts are steadily coming in. I never thought I would be this busy. What about you guys?”

      Natasha speaks up first and explains about her and Diesel, which is still amazing and I love hearing her talk about Cassidy. Morgan explains how the bakery has outgrown itself and says she has a surprise coming, but not ready to announce or talk about it yet. This only causes me to raise an eyebrow in her direction, confused to what she is hinting at.

      “Morgan, are you pregnant? Are you engaged, married, or what?” I ask as I’m dying to know what is going on.

      “No, no, no…. Nothing like that, you silly girl. Just something I want to do and talk to you soon about, but nothing has been set into action as I need my business partner to agree first.”

      “Well, I’m right here so let’s talk about it,” I respond as I know this will take the pressure off me from talking to Frankie about my life right now.

      “How about after dinner?  Tell Frankie about the baby and your appointment next week,” she nudges me, but I blow it off as I have the feeling she doesn’t want to hear this.

      “Tell me Zara, I want to know what’s going on back home other than what we talk about on the phone. Did you finally give in to this crazy thing you have going on with Hatcher?”

      “No, I’m still fighting it and nothing is going on. We go for our ultrasound next week to see if we can tell what the sex of the baby is. I say boy and Hatcher says girl.”

      “I think it’s a girl,” Morgan announces as she rubs her hands together in excitement.

      “Same here, what about you Natasha?”

      “Boy, only so I can hear Zara complain about it peeing on her with every diaper change. Can you girls imagine the first phone call when that happens? It’s going to be priceless,” she laughs.

      “What do you mean pee at every diaper change? I don’t understand,” I say with not only disgust, but confusion.

      “I got this one,” Frankie says and continues. “When you change a boy you have to be quick because as soon as the cool air hits its boyhood it shoots out and hits you in the mouth, face, chest, ceiling, or anywhere. Happened to my cousin with every change. It was so bad that she finally moved his changing table to the bathroom, and she made this shower curtain contraption that she’d wear when she could. It was awful and no one in the family would ever chance it with that one. Be prepared is all I can say.”

      “That is disgusting and Lord, I think I want a girl now.”

      “How’s the nursery coming along?” Frankie asks which I try to ignore and take another huge bit of bread so I can’t answer.

      “It’s not,” Morgan says for me.

      “Why, I thought you would have started by now. What’s the problem?”

      “There’s a ton of problems, but none of them are yours so don’t worry about it.”

      “Zara, what is your problem? You are being the biggest bitch ever and don’t you dare blame your hormones. Spill it right now so we can have a nice evening.” Frankie practically yells at me.

      I toss my napkin onto the table and turn my body a little so I’m completely facing her. “You know what my problem is? I don’t know what to do! I didn’t even know that a cradle is for the infant that comes home, I thought it was the same as a crib, just a fancy one that swings back and forth. I hate where I live because my friends are too far from me and the women in the neighborhood have the hots for my husband. Not to mention, I’m scared to death that Hatcher will change his mind and leave me and that I will be a complete failure as a mother. I don’t even know how to change a diaper, feed a baby, or anything. I mean, what am I going to do?” I say as I finally allow the tears to start and I stop suddenly to finish. “Oh and let’s not even forget that my best friend up and left me, and from the looks of it will never return back to the South where she belongs with the man who loves to worship the ground she walks on. Want to talk about that?”

      With a chance look around the table I can tell that they are all shocked from everything I just said. Yes, I’ve been harboring these fears to myself for months now and they finally broke me. I shrug my shoulders not knowing what else to say. Frankie reaches over and grabs my hand into hers. “Zara, listen to me, okay? You are going to be an amazing mother and Hatcher loves you more than anything in this world, don’t be afraid that he’s going to leave you. That would never happen. As far as learning to do those things, most of it comes naturally, and the other stuff you can take a class. Hell, I know you can print a list of the must need items online. For me, I’m okay here. This is where I need to be right now in my life. I need the no pressure of making someone happy, or worrying that I might hurt him. You need to understand something. Josh is young and doesn’t want to settle down anytime soon. What we are doing is fun, no strings, and no future promises. I have to be able to work through a few things before I can make a commitment with Brody. I know if he finds out about Josh he will be crushed, but if I don’t focus on myself right now I’ll only end up hurting the both of us in the end. This isn’t in any way me forgetting where I come from and who my friends are. I just wasn’t ready to tell you guys about him. Hell, I don’t even know what we are doing other than having fun. He’s a model that I shoot for one of the magazines here, no one that I see myself with in a few months from now. For all I know he could be bedding up with someone else tonight. You on the other hand, Zara, need to deal with what is going on at home with you and Hatcher. You need to commit to this marriage and stop worrying about the rest of us. Yes, your life is about to change drastically, but it’s for the better. What you have is something I can only dream of having in the future. Will that be with Brody or someone else? I don’t know the answer to that. I can only do what everyone else is doing and that’s take one day at a time.”

      Wiping the tears from my face, I look up at Frankie and notice the amount of pain that’s written all over her face. “I want you happy, Frankie, and I wanted you to be ready to come home so you can be this child’s Godmother. How are you going to help and keep me in line if you’re here?”

      “I’d love to be its Godmother, but I can do that from anywhere and you have all of us, not just me. Pretty soon once the baby comes, you’ll be so busy that you won’t even know who we are all the time.”

      “Now you’re just talking crazy. You guys are my family and without you all I wouldn’t be able to focus on anything. I’m scared of what’s to come and feel that I rushed and said yes to being a wife and mother.”

      “Ha... Maybe the wife part but not that baby. The way you and Hatcher go at it, I’m surprised it took you this long,” Morgan pipes up causing us all to laugh at her comment.

      “See, even Morgan thinks I’m going to fail.”

      “No, I don’t… Stop putting words in my mouth, you crazy woman. I was making a joke and this baby has screwed you up.  Since we’re sharing and to ease your mind Zara, my surprise is that I want to buy a warehouse and convert it into a bigger bakery while still keeping the building we have in the city. The one that I fell in love with is only about twenty minutes away from ours now, but it could be so much more than what we have. I know if you see it you will fall in love just as I have. It’s huge and we can grow.” The excitement in her voice is evident, and I can’t tell her no. I know that if she feels this strongly about it, then it’s going to be perfect for us.

      “Morgan, if you love it and I’m pretty sure you do from that look on your face, I say let’s do it. My question is how are we going to run them both?”

      “Oh that’s easy, we will hire more people and decide if we both want to be at the warehouse and have a crew at the downtown location, or vice versa. Are you really onboard with this?”

      “Yes, I am. I signed up for all of this when I agreed to be your partner. Does Hatcher know?”

      “He does and don’t be mad as he was sworn to secrecy. I had to make sure this is what I wanted to do and that I could afford the place. It’s going to need work before we can open it, but it’ll be so worth it.”

      “See what happens when we open up and talk?” Frankie asks, causing Natasha to give an Amen to that. With that last statement, we smile at each other and it’s in this moment that I know what I need to do and I can’t wait to get back home to work on my future. Maybe in a way this trip was not only to teach me a few things, but it was meant to teach us all a life lesson. Never question your worth in a friendship as deep as what we share, never underestimate the power of open communication. And most importantly, never forget who your true friends are, they are the ones that will have your back when you have a melt down, when you need reassurance that you’re doing the right thing, and love you no matter what you do - whether it be right or wrong. Friendship is found and should be held onto as tightly as your relationship with your lover. It only took me flying to New York to open my eyes and see what I have in front of me. I have a husband that I adore, a child on the way that I’m bound to screw up something with, friends that love me no matter how crazy I am, and that I always have a place to call home. I know deep down me being pregnant hasn’t been easy on Frankie and it’s the one miracle that I pray she gets. She would make the best mother in the world, I just need to figure out a way to make her dreams come true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      After dinner last night, the three of us returned to our hotel while Frankie went in the opposite direction. This trip hasn’t been what I expected in the slightest. I’d texted Hatcher once I was settled and in bed, only letting him know that we would talk once I returned home tomorrow. The thought of being home in the bed that Hatcher and I share makes my heart skip a few beats. I know I complain about the burbs, but I’m not living with the neighbors- I’m living with the man I love. Not to mention, I’ve slept like crap as I tossed and turned from having an empty bed, now thankful that we decided to stay in and order room service for breakfast as it’s given us time to adjust. Adjust to what I’m not sure, it’s like we are all still processing last night and what Frankie had to say. The biggest fear that we all had when she left Atlanta was that she’d never return to our city. She’ll always be my best friend and the person I relate to the most, but will it be the same with us in different cities? That’s the part I want to freak out over, the not knowing what will happen in the end. My mind is flooded with questions… Will she return for the shower, delivery, christening, cookouts, birthday parties, and hell, even holidays? Or, will she gain this new life with new people and in a year it will come down to just receiving a few phone calls a year and a lone Christmas card?

      I pull the pillow close to me as I sit up on the very comfortable couch in our room and look over to Natasha and Morgan. Natasha has her head buried in her laptop and Morgan’s twirling her hair while reading the latest book of hers.

      “Hey guys, do you think we lost her? Is everything going to change now once we go back home?”

      “What do you mean?” Natasha asks, not even skipping a beat from her keyboard. Morgan peeks up over the rim of her book and looks between us. I know she’s thinking the same thing that I just asked, but is holding it in.

      Bringing my legs up more, I look out the window to observe the little bit of skyline I can see from here. “You know, will she come home, stay here, visit, forget us and start a new life?” I mumble the question as it almost feels too real if I say it louder.

      “I don’t think so. A part of me feels she will come back, but right now she needs time to heal, think, and figure out who she is,” Morgan answers while making it sound like something she just read from a book.

      Natasha closes her laptop some and leans back, it’s the classic move we’ve witnessed a time or two from her. “I agree with Morgan, but I also question the whole thing as you are doing, Zara. She doesn’t really talk to me about Brody, so I’m not sure what all is going on with them, but you do. Does she care for him or even love him? Is what she said last night true? If she loves him, I think she’s running and will come home soon. If she’s not in love, or even not sure about that – I say she’s trying to figure out her next step in life. I’m pretty sure she’s smart enough to know what she needs to do, and if it takes too long we will do something to get her home where she belongs.”

      “I know she loves Brody, but Frankie is so scared that she will ruin his dreams, life, everything, simply because she can’t see past her fear. Just for the record Natasha, you need to do some digging on this Josh guy. I don’t like him, nor trust his intentions.”

      “You don’t even know the guy, and he barely said a full sentence to you. Are you sure it’s not because he’s not Brody and you’ve already planned their wedding?” Morgan questions me while Natasha crosses her arms over her chest to wait for my response.

      “I don’t have to know him; it’s as simple as that. Frankie is not Frankie here and… Well, I just know something is off, okay?” I finish my response as I get up and head towards my room. I need to finish getting dressed so we can head out for lunch and the day’s activities. Frankie can’t meet for lunch, but will catch up with us later this afternoon.

      An hour later I’m dressed in my brown, orange, and navy Bohemian dress, topped with a cardigan and flats. It’s comfortable since my pants have all grown too tight around the belly and I welcome the loose fitting clothes today. My breasts on the other hand seem to have a mind of their own and want to see the world outside of my clothes. This is why I keep staring down and pushing them back in, as I walk back out to greet Morgan and Natasha.

      “Wow! Are you going to do that all day?” Natasha questions while Morgan laughs.

      “Yes, and you just laugh it up because one day you both will have this problem. I swear they have a mind of their own and this sucks. I love this dress and it’s so comfy, but I think my breasts grew overnight.” I whine, as I search for my purse and wait for the girls to join me next to the door. I’m getting hungry and we all know that will have me biting someone’s head off soon.

      “I think they grew more than a little, look at them- they’re huge,” Morgan says while staring at my chest in the elevator. Of course this earns her a glare from me and a humph from Natasha.

      “Good thing you have your sweater to cover them up; I mean they’re ready to jump out and slap a person. Natasha, did you notice her belly? It grew last night also – can I rub it, Zara?” Morgan asks in the sweetest voice that I think I’ve ever heard from her. It wasn’t high pitched laced with excitement, no; it was a mixture of happy, sad, joyful, and well, shy. How could I say no to that? I did what any normal friend would do. I reached out for her hand and placed it on my ever-growing belly. I haven’t really felt a kick or anything, but I do feel something I’d call butterflies from time to time. Or a swish feeling. It’s hard to describe it as I keep waiting for this hard kick that you hear other people describe. According to this website I stalk, it says that I am feeling the baby move, but it’s not big enough to fully feel the power of a kick.

      “It’s hard and soft all at the same time,” Morgan states while removing her hand so we can exit the elevator.

      Natasha perks her head up to look over at the two of us, and just as quickly as she thought about it she turned to head outside. I let it go as she is still adjusting to me being pregnant, and I’m not sure if she wants to feel, talk about, or just ignore it. I’m fine either way as I’m not big on affection or people rubbing my once flat stomach.

      “The Café is only a block this way. I say we walk and can get a cab afterwards. That okay with you, Zara?” Natasha, our tour guide, explains while motioning to her left.

      “Fine by me, I just need food.”  I do this hand gesture asking for her to lead the way. I mean, who am I to kid? I’m starving and could eat a small pig if it was allowed.

      We walk in silence and take in the busy city around us. Cars, taxis, and public transportation swarm the streets of New York. The sounds of horns, people, and a few chosen words float through the air. It’s so distracting that I wonder how people think in this city. With each thought that I’m trying to focus on, I lose it when a horn blows. I know that Atlanta can get busy, but at times it’s quiet and easy to lose yourself in your head. Rush hour seems to be an all day and night thing here. My anxiety has picked up from the crowded sidewalk and I’m thankful that I hear Natasha speaks up to announce that we’re at the café.

      Seated, menu’s open, and drinks ordered. I get a bright idea and wonder if I can get the girls in on something with me. I take a few minutes to plan my speech and think it through. It has nothing to do with them and everything to do with Hatcher and me – which is why they might give me an eye roll or two. Menu still open while I search for the perfect lunch, I open my crazy mouth and just let it spill out. “You know that the increased blood flow to your vagina, plus hormonal changes, can make an orgasm more intense while pregnant?” I ask and wait.

      “And why is this good for us non-pregnant people to know?” Morgan states as she reaches for her water and looks over to Natasha who only shrugs at me.

      “It’s good to know because it’s not only good for my wellbeing, but mine and Hatcher’s relationship.  Science has also proven that having orgasms might actually reduce the chance of giving birth early. In reality, it’s in my best interest to have at least one to two a day.  I mean, we wouldn’t want to have this baby early, now would we?”

      “Zara, you do know that we love you but last I checked none of us went that way – which means you are orgasm-less until you return home,” Natasha points out, while Morgan is still trying to figure out what is going on.

      “I know that, silly goose.  What I’m saying is we need to hit up a toy shop. I want to go purchase a few new items while I’m here and once I get home I can surprise Hatcher. I’m tired of fighting about sex, and since I researched it, I have a good fight on my hands to win.”

      “Wait, you researched sex just so you could prove to Hatcher that it’s a good thing to do?” Morgan asks while shaking her head at me.

      “Correct… and are you the surprised by this?”

      “A little yes, but then again it’s you and nothing about you should surprise me.”

      “So, what do you say ladies? Are we down for some toy action after lunch?” I ask just as our male waiter returns to take our orders. I don’t skip a beat as I order the turkey club and watch Morgan who is redder than a cherry try to say what she wants. Natasha is never fazed these days and continues with her order after Morgan.

      Natasha shifts in her chair towards me, “Now, in your research did you find a place to go shopping, or do we need to ask for directions?”

      “Nope, I have it all saved in my map app on my phone.” A smile spreads across my face. It could be pure lust as I’m dying to get back home where I can make myself available to Hatcher. He’s not going to know what hit him once I walk through that front door tomorrow.

      “Of course you have it saved. You are like a walking machine; how can you always want sex? Do you ever get tired of it?” Natasha questions me, and I notice Morgan bite her lip. It’s what she does when she wants to know the same question, but refuses to ask herself.

      “No, not really. I’ve always been sexual, but something with Hatcher is totally different. You all know that we’d been having sexual relations for years before you guys found out. I remember this one time I was on a date and the guy was so cute and seemed like he would be great in the sack. Ha! That was a joke. The first time we tried, I ran from his apartment. It was like he literally was humming the alphabet and had no idea where my spot was. Needless to say, I left and showed up at Hatcher’s for an evening lay and went home. That man wakes my body up from just the thought of it. You remember that one girl that worked at the shop when we first opened? What was her name, oh yes, April! She was telling me one day that her boyfriend would be the only one she’d have sex with and that was even after they broke up. Said something about her body only comes to life when she’s with him and that people are sex-mates, not soul-mates. That’s Hatcher; he’s my sex-mate for life. Even if we divorce, I’m pretty sure we will still have sex.”

      “That can’t be right,” Morgan protests and continues to make her point. “We all have soul-mates, and if the sex is good, then it’s a plus. I can’t believe that… Don’t you want someone to enjoy talks with, have someone help you through the rough times, care for you when you’re sick?  See Zara, it’s more than sex. You and Hatcher have more than just that.”

      “We do, and I’m lucky that I got the the whole package. But come on, not all couples have mind blowing sex. Natasha, how is it with you and Diesel?”

      “On a scale of one to ten, it’s around a hundred. He has tricks, and they can drive me completely mad. Yes, I love his company and what he has to offer, but in the end if it’s over I know I had some mind blowing sex recently and the next guy will need to compare to that. I mean I had good sex before, but not like this.”

      I turn my head to Morgan, “What’s it like for you and Jayden? Was the prick better or does Jayden blow it out?”

      “Jayden by far handles the bedroom better than Simon ever did. Sex is no longer scheduled or done in one position. I’ve grown fond of a few new ones that we’ve just watched.” I interrupt her before she can go anymore, “What do you mean watched? Are you watching porn finally? Please tell me yes!”

      “I may be watching some and coming out of my shell, yes.”

      “We’re so going shopping, not only am I getting something but you two are going home with a new toy also,” I say as the waiter returns with our food. He must be used to our conversation by now, because this time he doesn’t skip a beat and just places our food down and makes sure that everything looks correct. Other than needing another Ranch, our lunch looks divine and I can’t wait to scarf it down and get some shopping done. I text Frankie the address without explaining where we’re going. What fun would it be to say ‘Hey meet us at the sex shop over on Seventh Street and be prepared as we are all buying toys.’  Nope, I’ll let her figure that out when she shows up. Serves her right to have been missing this conversation. I have to admit though, I hate that she didn’t hear about Morgan and her new porn watching skills – I’d love to see this in action. I bet she turns red, but with time she’ll enjoy it more and more. I just might need to give Jayden some pointers for our girl that might spice up things for him. Even though Morgan has always been the shy one in the bedroom, she’s coming out of that closet thanks to Jayden. For this, I love him more than I could picture. But, at the end of the day if he makes her happy I couldn’t care less what day of the week they get it on.
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      The three of us are standing out front of the address that I texted Frankie, and honestly I’m just ready to take my knocked up pregnant butt inside for shopping. On the way here, the girls pointed out that I was a little more excited to shop for a new toy than shop for my home or for the child on the way. I shrugged it off. In my defense, I already realize this and know that once I arrive back home I plan to get down to business. Natasha also went on record that whatever I purchase will be taken away when I pay for my items. She was ranting that they refuse to listen to any activity coming from my room and that I needed to wait to test it out once we return back to Atlanta. This is fine by me, especially since I plan to send a picture to Hatcher with a naughty note attached. That should give him something to think about until I’m home tomorrow.

      “Oh come on, let’s just go in and she can find us.” Opening the door, I head in and search for what I know I already want. It’s not a hard decision for me as Hatcher and I used to visit the local shop around the corner from the bakery. This bad boy has been in my sights for a long time and today it’s going home with momma. The Ocean Blue INA Wave is mine, and I shall never share the secrets of what this beauty will do. Well, I actually don’t know yet, but from the video and the shop owner’s testimony, it’s the best thing on the market. It looks like what we would call a rabbit but it flexes with you while hitting your g-spot. Plus, it’s rechargeable and no need to worry about those stupid batteries dying mid-orgasm. Yes, this has happened, and let me just say it’s never a good thing to call your partner and yell for more batteries because you need to have an orgasm.

      “Did Frankie text you back? I can’t believe she’s not here yet and what is that?” Morgan questions as she’s inspecting the box in my hand.

      “She did, but I guess she ran into traffic and this is my new love in life so back away.”

      “I don’t want yours; I’ll get my own… What do you think I should get? What do you think Jayden would like?” Morgan asks without taking a breath and it causes alarm.

      “Morgan, don’t you own one?”

      “No, why would you think I owned anything like this, Zara? Come on, you know Simon was boring and could you imagine me busting out a vibrator in mid thrust?”

      “Natasha!” I scream as I notice Frankie walking in at the same time.

      “Why are you yelling? Have you lost your mind? Lord, I think this baby is sucking all the brain cells out of your head,” Natasha says while I just shake my head at her and this news from Morgan.

      “Ladies, did you know that Morgan doesn’t own a vibrator, or any kind of toy?” Natasha speaks up first letting us know that she did know this while Frankie didn’t.

      “Morgan you have to get one of these, some lube, and a sexy outfit,” I instruct as I grab the pink one from the shelf and shove it at her chest. I head over to the racks of lingerie and plunder through as I find the perfect one for her. With this not being her normal attire I want to make sure she’s comfortable so there’s no need to get fancy with garter belts and stockings. I hold out the spaghetti strap lace teddy that’s the perfect shade of pink. It’s not pale, or bright. It’s the perfect shade for Morgan’s complexion, lacey for a sense of sexuality and the rear is covered in ruffles for the girly effect that is our Morgan. It comes with a set of thongs for that extra kick. “What do you think?” I ask and get a huge smile in response showing her approval. “Now, it’s time for you two.” I smile and wait for them to turn in the direction they each want to venture toward. Natasha goes over to the bondage section and I have to admit that I’m a little taken back by this, but when I think about her and Diesel I change my mind. Frankie and I wander around as she takes her time to look and ponder which something she would like. I for a fact know that she has a collection and is not afraid to use them alone or with someone. “Do you use them with that boy toy you have?” I ask.

      “No, I don’t.” Frankie’s response is short and directed at me like it was laced with fire. It seems that our conversation has taken us back some and not forward like I had planned. “You okay?” I ask as I still feel like there’s more to what is going on.

      “I’m fine Zara, it’s just one of those days where I’m tired, I hurt, and honestly the last thing on my mind is a vibrator.” Her shoulders slouch forward; this being a sign that Frankie has had enough. “What you need to do is go home and relax, take a bubble bath, drink some wine, and dig out the heating pad. If you want we can finish up here, change, pick up something to eat and just hang with you tonight,” I say, hoping my best friend gives us the green light to an evening in with her.

      “We can do that. I’m really sorry Zara, it’s just been a stressful few days and with everything going on with work, and…” She stops herself before she says anything else. The one thing I’ve come to learn with her is you don’t dig for the information, it’ll come soon enough. I pat her on the arm, offering a gentle smile before she goes to leave. I’ll let the others know of the change, but I know they won’t mind one bit for a girls’ night in.

      With bags in tow, we head back to the hotel to relax a little. I take this time to go to my room and just relax. As I plop down on the ultra thick mattress my body relaxes into it, alerting me of all the sore muscles I’ve been ignoring. The sudden wave of tiredness hits me like a ton bricks and I allow myself to close my eyes for just a few minutes. As I release the pent up air from my lungs I relax, placing my hands on top of my swollen stomach. Gently, I rub them around the now bare surface and allow myself a moment to take in the way my body has changed. I didn’t notice it as much at home, but here in this hotel room without Hatcher lying next to me – I do. I notice how my breasts are plump. I notice how tight, swollen, and round my once flat stomach is. I notice how the joints in my hips feel as if they are rubber bands being stretched. I notice how my feet feel tingly from all the walking we’ve done today. This is what I’ve read about. This is my body changing, allowing for our child to grow. Most of all this is mother nature telling me I need to accept this, learn to grow with my body, learn to adjust to the new body and life that I have. Peace overcomes me while I lie here listening to the faint sounds of Morgan and Natasha laughing from the living room. A part of me wants to get up to see what’s funny, but I choose to lie here and bond with my unborn child.

      Maybe this trip wasn’t just to see Frankie. Maybe this was a wake-up call for me, a way to show me how to embrace things back home.

      A gentle knock emits throughout the room before the door opens. I don’t even need to look as I can tell Morgan is only peeking her head in when she speaks. “Zara, you okay in here?”

      “I’m fine, just relaxing for a moment,” I say as I continue to rub my tummy, the action soothing me.

      The bed dips down next to me.  With a squinting eye I notice Morgan has now joined me and is propped up with one hand watching me. I don’t ask what’s on her mind as I know she will spill it soon enough. “Can you feel it moving?”

      “No, I don’t think I can. I feel tiny bubbles from time to time that make it feel as if I’m gassy. From what we’ve read that’s normal and it’s most likely the baby. I should be able to feel it more soon.”

      “It’s growing, you’re going to be so cute when you are big and round,” Morgan states with a hint of laughter in her voice. This causes me to give a quick chuckle as I picture myself round and wobbly like Humpty Dumpty.

      “What’s so funny in here?” Natasha asks from the foot of the bed.

      Morgan shifts before answering, “I’m just watching her rub her belly like it’s Buddha and have no clue what she finds funny.”

      “First, I’m not rubbing it like it’s Buddha. Second, I was laughing at the fact that I’m going to look like Humpty Dumpy when I go to have this baby. Third, don’t disagree as you are all picturing it now in your heads. Fourth, I want cupcakes…” and with that last one the room emits in full belly laughs as they are getting used to my craving of sweets. See, this is a huge downfall to working in the bakery because I can stuff my face with them anytime I want.

      “Well, how dare we deprive you of cupcakes?  Roll out of bed Humpty, and let’s get that craving satisfied before you lock us away in a closet or something.” Natasha holds out her hand to help me up from my position. I laugh while shaking my head, picturing them doing this in a few months when I can’t see my feet.

      “They have a place down in the lobby that sells sweets.  We can check them out before we head over to see Frankie,” I say as I walk out of my room and wait for them to grab their items. Right now, I couldn’t care less where the icing comes from, I just want a glob of it to lick from the top section. Actually, I wonder if I could just get a cup of icing. That’s what I want; no cake needed just pure sugar and flavor. Just thinking about it as we travel down in the elevator causes me to lick my lips. It’s as if I can taste it and it gives me the perfect idea for when I get back home to Hatcher.

      The short taxi ride to Frankie’s apartment has left me full and satisfied while Morgan and Natasha are just staring at me. The baker’s shop in the lobby wasn’t what we are all used to, but it worked for the time being. They even gave me a cup of icing along with the dozen cupcakes I ordered. So far, I’ve eaten two out of the twelve and all of the icing in my cup. It was almost as good as having an orgasm, but not quite the same. Natasha knocks on the door and just as Frankie opens it the aroma of pizza filters out and slams into my senses like a trash truck. My eyes become wide and I can hear the rumbles from my stomach. “Oh, you ordered pizza,” I ask as I barge right past them and head straight to the kitchen where the boxes are piled up on the counter.

      “I did, and come on in.”

      “There is no way you are still hungry,” Morgan states, as if I had just finished a huge steak dinner or something.

      “I am, and Lord this smells so good. Can we eat now?”

      “Yes, and did you guys already eat before you came? I thought we were ordering in,” Frankie questions, but I can’t respond as I have a mouth full of pizza.

      “No, we had to stop at the little bakery in the hotel for this one to gorge herself with icing and cupcakes. I’m sure if you’re nice, she might share one with you after she’s done eating,” Natasha states as she rounds the kitchen island shaking her head at me and my sounds of happiness.

      “You just wait…” I say, before swallowing and taking another bite.

      “No, I think we will just have fun with you for a bit.” Morgan announces as she hip bumps me, earning her a glare of death as I almost dropped my slice of heaven.

      The four of us pile our plates, grab our glasses, and make our way out to the living room. Once seated, I take another glance around the apartment and shrug my nose noticing how crisp and clean the place is. A part of me is happy that it doesn’t look lived in as this means Frankie is not settled here. This is her way of doing what she thinks is best and after she’s worked it out of her system, she will return home where she belongs. Just the thought of that makes me smile, which only earns me a few looks from the others. I shrug them off and lean back against the leather sofa to enjoy another slice, great company, and the feel of true happiness.
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      The plane couldn’t land fast enough for me this morning. All I can think about is getting home to Hatcher. The bad thing is, he’s meeting his parents this morning and won’t be home when I arrive. It’s okay as I’ve got the perfect plan, which includes me and frosting. Even though I know he’s not home, my stomach tightens when my car enters our subdivision. I stay focused on the task at hand as I set my eyes on our house, paying no attention to the ladies waving about like crazy lunatics. With my car thrown in park, I grab my stuff from the front seat, my bag from the trunk, and head towards the house. I can hear my name being called from behind me, but I don’t stop and just throw my hand up and open the door to enter my safe zone. If I stop and speak it’ll put me behind and right now me and my body are on a time crunch. I NEED SEX and no one is stopping me from getting what I want right now. Afterwards, I’ll make nice with the nosey neighbor, but right now I need to whip up some cream and a sexy outfit.

      After I literally drop everything in the foyer, I make a mad dash to the kitchen in hopes that all ingredients are here. If I have to make a trip to the store, it’ll ruin my plan. I slowly open the pantry door as I peek in and give a silent prayer… My smile spreads wide while my eyes grow rounder as I spot everything. I fill my arms with ingredients and make my way to the counter where I start to grab my tin cupcake pans, bowl, and utensils. It doesn’t take me long to whip up the batter and scoop it into the pans before placing it in the oven. I turn back around to my mess and combine everything needed for my banana cream frosting. It’s Hatcher’s favorite, and what would be better than banana frosting? Having it mixed and displayed on his other favorite thing in life – me. Satisfied with the flavor, I quickly clean up my mess and rush upstairs with my bag of goodies.

      I notice immediately that Hatcher straightened the bed this morning before he left which causes me to let a smile cover my lips. Normally this is my job, and I’m excited to see him picking up my habits. I dump the contents of my bag on the bed while I sort through what I want. I toss a few of the new items in my nightstand drawer for later, not wanting to reveal all the goodies at once. I hold up the new pale yellow teddy that I purchased and know this will be perfect to wear. I just have to figure out how to wear this and not get frosting all over my body. The ring of my phone startles me. When I see Hatcher’s face light up my phone I answer immediately to hear his voice.

      “Hello my lover,” I say with the biggest sounding smile I can find.

      “Well, hello my wife. Have you made it home yet?”

      “I have, and I’m waiting for my husband to come home. Do you happen to know when that will be?”

      “Sooner than you think, I’m about five minutes away from the house.”

      “Oh… Are you done with your parents already?” I ask, but worry that the hint of oh shit that’s fast might alert Hatcher to something.

      “I couldn’t sit still and mother kicked me out since she knew you were on the way home.”

      “Perfect… Well, let me go and I shall see you in just a few,” I say, panicked as I hang up the phone and get my round ass moving.

      I undress and dress in record time before I shove the empty bag in the corner. I place the new toy on the bed and run downstairs. The timer on the oven shows that I have ten more minutes, but I don’t have time to worry about that at the moment. Quickly, I wipe down the counter and grab the bowl of frosting. I hop onto the counter and put the bowl next to me. I grab the frosting and begin coating my body with it.  I start at my nipples, making sure they’re covered, moving down to the valley between my breasts, and continue towards my belly button.  I want to make sure that I trace enough around it until I lead the way to the top of my panties. Carefully, I reach above my head and place the bowl out of the way. I try to slow my breathing down as I lay here and wait. Somehow, I think this might not be as sexy as I pictured in my head, but I’m too comfortable to move. I just hope Hatcher hurries so I can get him to take the cupcakes out of the oven for me. If not this will be a pain to get back up and do all over again. Laying here I can smell the frosting as it drifts up to my nose, causing me to reach back over my head and get a scoop of it on my fingers. Just as I place it in my mouth I hear the door slam, Hatcher’s voice calling out for me.

      “In the kitchen,” I respond with a mouth full of banana cream frosting. I swear the wait for him to enter feels as if an eternity has passed. I know the moment he enters before he says anything. I don’t have to look up at Hatcher, as I know he’s leaned up against the wall taking me in. I can feel his eyes travel over the length of my body- this only causes me to get goose bumps as I anticipate his attack. The sound of his feet approaching me gets louder and louder. Just as he comes into view the timer on the oven goes off. I don’t even have to say a word as he automatically goes over, opens and removes the two tins. The sound of the metal hitting the cooling racks soars through the room, covering my heavy breathing. Just as soon as I blink he’s in my sight liking his lips like he wants to devour every inch of my body. I just pray that he does, as I’ve never wanted him to before.

      “Do you need a little help Zara, it looks as you might have had an accident,” he states, taking a little frosting from the bowl onto his finger- slowly bringing it up to his mouth. Once the flavors touch his taste buds, he emits a low moan. The simple sound that he’s making literally causes me to squeeze my legs together and I know if I was touching him right now, I could feel his chest vibrate against me.

      “Actually, I do need a little help with something. If only I had someone here to help with this deep need – I’d be better.”

      “What need would that be?”

      “See, ever since I left I’ve had this fire burning within my body, one that only one person knows how to extinguish.”

      “Would this fire be here?” he asks as he dips his head down towards my breast. He doesn’t touch them, but I can feel his heavy breathing against my skin causing my nipples to become erect.

      “It starts there, but the flame is lower,” I direct and instantly feel his mouth on my breast. It starts out gentle with a lick around the area that is covered in frosting. Slowly, he gets closer and closer to the middle and before I know it, my back arches off the counter as he pops my nipple in his mouth. As he removes all of the frosting from the other with his hand, I gulp down all the air I can as this is home. This man, his mouth, his hands, his body- it’s all home for me and nothing else matters in this world as long as I have Hatcher. “I missed you this weekend,” I say on a shallow breath, causing him to look up at me. “I missed you too,” he responds before rising up to place a gentle kiss on my lips. He pulls back enough to say, “You made my favorite flavor.”

      “I know, I thought it would be a nice addition on me for you.”

      “Oh it’s very nice, and I see we have cupcakes for later,”

      “Only if you’re a good boy,” I say with a smile.

      “How’s this for a good boy?” he asks only seconds before his hands are behind my head pulling me up to his lips. Our mouths dance like it’s the first time in ages that they’ve touched. His hands tighten behind my neck, positioning me right where his mouth wants me. In this moment, Hatcher steals all the air from my lungs. He’s intense, but not so much that it loses the romantic quality from him. Hatcher pulls away and looks me dead in the eye, it’s another thing that he loves to do. He says he’s searching to make sure our love hasn’t broken. In this moment I show him all the love, desire, and the world that I have to offer him. In one quick move he reaches down and lifts me in his arms. “Where are we going?”

      “To the bedroom where I can properly take care of my wife,” he says in a sultry voice. Gently, he places me down on the bed and I push myself up and over so I’m in the middle. I watch as Hatcher slowly unbuttons his shirt, letting it hang open so I can view his muscular chest. He’s taunting me as he starts to unbutton his jeans and let’s them slip down to the floor. I hear the belt buckle crash against the wood and one arm slowly comes out of his shirt. Before I know it, he’s baring his naked body to me, which only causes me to lick my lips as I want to taste every inch of this man before me. Hatcher joins me on the bed and I know the moment his eyes catch a glimpse of the new toy I’ve added to our collection. His hand reaches over and picks it up, holding it out in front of him as he says to me, “We won’t be needing this today. I know how to take care of you. This can join later.”

      “Oh you do, do you?” I ask with a shy smirk that I know will drive him crazy.

      Hatcher doesn’t respond.

      He leans up stealing another kiss, before he trails his tongue down my body following the trail of icing that’s left and not smeared against my body and his shirt. At this point he could skip every inch of foreplay and give me the good stuff, but I know how he operates, and for that reason alone he will make me wait.

      Just as his mouth hits the rim of my panties, he stops and hovers right where I want him. He knows I want him to remove them. Instead he trails to the left, and back to the right deciding to run his wet tongue and mouth down my thigh. Stopping to only come back up and trail towards my breast. He positions himself to where a hand is free to roam, he’s trying to make me beg and I have to admit that I’m close to begging for anything and everything he has to offer me. As his fingertips caress my collarbone, I turn my head and beg for him to enter me. “You sure you’re ready? I can keep going, as I want to taste you, devour you, and make sure you know how much I’ve missed you.”

      “I already know how much, it’s the same for me and I don’t want to go on any more trips unless you’re with me.”

      “Is that right, Mrs. James?” saying with his sideways smirk before he rips the thin material of my thong from my body.

      “It’s true…” I respond and allow my body to form to his as he enters me. I don’t know if it’s because it’s been so long or if it’s the fact that I’ve missed being with my husband. But I can feel every inch of him as he slowly enters. He stops to kiss me as I relax into his body, allowing for me to adjust. “It’ll be fast, but I’ll make it up to you later,” I hear before our mouths dance together, allowing our bodies to form as one. It’s as if I don’t know where mine stops and Hatcher’s begins. We move together in the same slow and steady rhythm gaining speed, and thrust until I can feel my body start to shake. This fuels Hatcher, as he gains speed with each and every move. My orgasm reaches its peek and I literally see stars. I feel his body slouch as he reaches his climax with that last thrust and our bodies move together as they come down from the high. This is what coming home should be like. Even though I said I didn’t want to go away again without him, maybe I should if it’s going to be like this when I get back. Oh hell, who am I kidding?  It’s like this each and every time we are together. Always has been and I pray that it will stay this way.
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      Hatcher and I lie side by side for an hour just talking about the trip and what he did while I was gone. Apparently him and Brody had some guy time and talked about Frankie. I conveniently left the whole situation out of the conversation since I plan to ignore it. If I say something to Hatcher, he’ll gossip about it with Brody and that’s the last thing any of us need right now. The girls and I have come to the conclusion that she will find her way back to the one she’s meant to be with. The best part of lounging around after sex is the way that Hatcher holds my baby bump. I know that he’s always placed his hand there, but now it feels different. It’s as if he’s emotionally trying to connect with our child, which causes my heart to swell for him.

      “I have an idea that I want to run it by you,” I say as I turn my body towards his so we’re eye to eye.

      “Okay… You do know that you have a serious look on your face. Should I be worried?”

      “No silly, I just want to look at you,” I state rather than explain before continuing. “How about we go shopping today?  We can maybe look at some baby stuff, or even things that we need for the house.” I finish and wait for his response that seems to take forever. I’m starting to hear the Jeopardy theme play out in my head as I wait.

      “Sounds like a plan… You sure you ready to settle down in the burbs and become a housewife?”

      “Ha… Settle down is fine as long as I have you by my side, a housewife? Get this straight, as that is a big NO!” I roll away so I can go shower and redress for the afternoon adventure. Once I get to the doorway of the master bedroom, I stop and look back at him sprawled out on the mess of a bed and smile. Just as I turn my back I yell out, “I thought we could go to Ikea first.” And turn the water on so I can’t hear his mumble and groan about our adventure. As I step in allowing the hot water to cascade over my body, I think about what I want to get. Our master bedroom is pretty much done, or I should say it’s as good as it needs to be right now. Other than the baby’s room, I need to focus on the kitchen and living room – then the dining room. The more I think about it, I start to feel excited especially when I remember that we have a Pier One near Ikea. I can look for storage and baby furniture at Ikea, but my plan is to get our new kitchen items from Pier One. Today we will focus on a few things, then I can think and search for baby stuff. Once we find out the sex of the baby, we can then do our registry for gifts.

      “You have room for one more in here?” Hatcher asks as he climbs in behind me.

      “For now I do, but you just wait in a few months we will need one of those huge walk in showers.” I smile and grab the shampoo bottle from behind him so I can lather my hair.

      “Move back here so I can wash off and then you can have the shower to yourself. I need to be quick in here or we will never leave this house today.”

      “Such a gentleman you are, Mr. James. Why, I never would expect you to rush at anything,” I say with my best southern accent.

      “Watch yourself Zara, or we won’t be shopping today. As much as I would like to lay you back on that bed and have my wicked way with you, I’m taking you up on the offer to buy some stuff for the house. I think it’s time we have more than paper plates, and bakeware.”

      “You are no fun, you know that?” I pout as I continue to wash my body.

      “I’m more than fun, but I have to admit I’m a little excited to hear you speak of houseware items.”

      “You might have a problem, and don’t go all crazy on me. I have no idea what we are buying or what we need, so bear with me.”

      “I’ll just pay and carry the bags,” he says, placing a kiss on my cheek before he finishes washing off. I allow him to bask in this as it’s a rare occasion, but no need to get all giddy with the idea of buying for our house. I’m still not sure what style, or colors I want for us so this could be a chore.

      After I finish with my shower and throw on a comfortable maxi dress with a cover up, I fish out my phone to text Frankie. She would know exactly what colors would be best for the kitchen. But when I start to type it out, I quickly add Morgan and Natasha to the message. I need all hands on deck for this.

      Me: So I’m giving in and we are going to Ikea and Pier One. I need dishes, living room shit, and whatever else... HELP! Colors… Style… WHAT DO I NEED?

      I hit send and pray they answer before we arrive at the store. Hatcher calls out from the foyer that he’s ready, I quickly grab my purse and meet my husband at the door.

      As we drive to the city, I check my phone and notice a few texts from the girls. Thankful that they are going to come to my rescue. It’s hard to think of what would be best as I love color and Hatcher is a neutral tone lover.

      Morgan: Tuscan colors for your dinnerware, you can mix and match. They would fit both you guys.

      Frankie: Teal, and mix and match is the in thing

      Natasha: White, teal, red, blue, or anything that you like.

      Me: How about I send pictures of the stuff I like?

      They all respond back with a perfect, which settles that one for me. I turn in my seat to ask Hatcher, “What colors do you want in the kitchen?”

      “Anything you want Babe, this is your house too and as long as you’re happy, I’m happy.”

      “Well, thanks for the help,” I say and let out a huge sigh, as I have no idea what I like. In my old apartment I had a collection of mix match shit… Paper plates, and plastic cups were my thing as I never ate at home, and dang sure never had company over to eat with me. I have my baking supplies and could always shop for those, but dinner plates? Hell no, I have no idea. You should see me when we go to his parent’s house for dinner… It’s a hot mess as his mother decorates the table in a formal setting, forks, spoons, knives, water glasses, wine glasses- you name it, it’s on that stupid table. It’s overwhelming and one of the reasons I am so thankful we eloped and didn’t have to do the fancy wedding thing. I’ll admit that if that had to happen, I would have been the MIA bride. I would have run away so fast that no one could’ve caught me. But that crisis was avoided with a simple I do at the justice of the peace. Just another quality that I love about Hatcher. He knew it would’ve never happened the way normal people get married, he knew I didn’t want a fuss, a big dress, and fancy place settings. All I needed was him to say I do with.

      Hatcher pulls in and is lucky enough to find a parking space right in front.  He jumps out to round the front of the car and opens my door, helping me stand before placing a sweet kiss on my forehead. I grab his hand into mine, and turn as I set my sights on the big glass sliding doors to a place I never thought I would venture into…

      “Where do you want to start?” he asks me as he grabs a buggy for us.

      “First stop, living room furniture. I want us to find a nice storage area for the TV and stuff. We have to remember that our child will be tearing it all apart soon, so something to hide everything in.” I exclaim in one giant breath, causing him to laugh at my statement. He doesn’t question, he just points us in the right direction and I follow closely behind him. We step in to a section that has displays for miles, and it’s overwhelming to think about. Instantly I spot something and move towards it. It’s a simple set up of three overhead glass front cabinets, a TV sitting on top of a matching console. It’s modern, simple lines, and a perfect mixture of gray stained walnut with a white glass top. “Do you like this?” I question as I examine it closer.

      “I do, but do you like it?”

      “I think I do, it’s simple and modern for the both of us. We can put the do not touch this shit kid stuff up here in the cabinets, while we tuck away other non-destroyable things here.”

      Hatcher laughs at my comment and says, “Well then, let’s take this. What else?”

      “Coffee table to match, and I would like two end tables, and what about a table for the foyer?”

      “Perfect, let me grab someone and we will get our order going.”

      Just as he walks away I spot a turquoise blue side table that would be perfect for the foyer. It’s a great contrasting color for our scheme. It even has cubbies for junk and keys. I stand by this and point to Hatcher for an approval. Satisfied with his reaction, I take off in a new direction while he gets someone to help with the entertainment center. Before I know it I have the whole living room decked out with furniture, rugs, a new lamp, and a few things I have no idea what I will do with – but I like them. I notice as we are leaving that Hatcher has a little pep in his step, which I can only take as a good thing.

      “Ready for the next place?”

      “I am, let’s do this.” I say as we head towards the big blue Pier One sign. I’m in shock that I’m enjoying this process and hope it continues as we search for plates, silverware, and glasses.

      As we enter, I spot something off to the left and my feet take me to a section of plates. I grab a couple of white, aqua, and coral caramel color from the shelf. I position them next to each other and glance up to Hatcher for approval. He gives me the award winning smile and I think about how many of each we will need. Moving along to the silverware, glasses, and of course the matching coffee cups, I feel this trip is ready to be done with. If not my savings account will be thanking me for calling it a day.

      We check out and drag all of our items out to the car. Before we enter, Hatcher wraps his hands around my waist and pulls me in to his chest. For a moment I think he just wants to hold me, but then he surprises me by lifting my chin up towards his face where he steals the longest kiss of the century. It’s his way of thanking me for doing this today. He really doesn’t have to thank me since I know this is the adult thing to do.

      “Wanna pick up a pizza before we get home? I don’t feel like cooking tonight,” I ask and get an approval.

      Hatcher runs in and picks up our online order that I placed from my phone while I sit in the car and text the girls. I took pictures of the items before we left, just so I could share with them. But before I send them I change my mind as I want them to see it all in person.

      Me: Great trip today and I should have all my items delivered tomorrow. Once I have it set up you can all see, but until then mum is the word.

      A few seconds later I receive the following from them all.

      Frankie: Not fair as I’m not there to see it. Can someone take pics to show me?

      Morgan: I can’t wait and I know it’s going to be beautiful.

      Natasha: Oh no, are you feeling okay? I mean did you become an adult overnight? Just kidding Zara, I can’t wait too see it also.

      “Texting the girls,” I hear Hatcher say as he joins me in the car. “Yes, I told them they all have to wait to see it in person. Make sure Morgan doesn’t get you to spill the beans.”

      “Got it Babe, my lips are sealed.”

      I smile and know he’s telling the truth as he would never spill the beans and ruin my surprise. It’s funny how something so simple as setting up your home has brought pleasure to me today. I guess when I stop to think about it, it just means that I am becoming an adult after all. I have this amazing husband, a child on the way, a beautiful house, and it’s time that I at least pull up and have a seat to enjoy it all. As soon as we park in the driveway I notice the ladies standing out front. “Oh my God, do they have a tracker on your car? I swear they know when we are almost home and they all get ready to pounce on you,” I say annoyed, wanting nothing more than going in and sitting in front of the TV while eating my pizza.

      “Just so you know they are always outside,” he responds alerting me to what he has already figured out.

      “Zara, Hatcher, do you guys have a moment?” the tall blonde screams out at us. We walk hand in hand down the driveway to meet them by the sidewalk.

      “Hi ladies, what can we do for you?” Hatcher takes the wheel with this one as he can already sense my irritability with the situation.

      “Yes, well you might not know this, but we have a neighborhood picnic every month and since you all just moved in we wanted to see if you’d like to host the next one?”

      “What?” I practically scream at them as I’m shocked that they think I want to host a bunch of crazy women and staring men in my house.

      “We were not aware of this, but thank you for letting us know. When do you expect this to be held?” Hatcher being Hatcher tries his best to make a bad situation better, or really he’s playing mister nice guy as he knows I’ll just tell them to fuck off.

      “Two weeks from today, and then next month around the same weekend another couple will host. It’s simple as you will provide drinks, and usually we do hotdogs, hamburgers, and we all bring a side dish.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound so difficult,” he says while looking down at me to gauge my response. I silently plea with him to say no but to my shock he responds, “Well good thing we just ordered furniture and dishes today, isn’t it?” I gasp at his response and stare him down like he just grew an extra head. For the life of me I cannot understand why he just agreed to have these women in my house. If he thought he was going to get any love tonight, this just nailed his coffin shut.

      “Oh, that’s perfect!” One yells at the top of her lungs, causing me to cover my ears while I can hear the other explain, “Now, no reason to go all fancy… Paper plates, napkins, and even plastic silverware is just fine. I mean who has enough dishes to feed at least fifty people, right?”

      “Fifty people? Are you serious?” I scream back as I can’t believe that we are going to host a party for fifty flipping people. I pivot and head right towards the house as I’m floored and can’t deal with this. How much you want to bet that out of that count, it’s all the ladies in this neighborhood? I mean, we’ve been here for a few months and this is the first time I’ve heard of this party. Sneaky little bitches are what I am dealing with. I snatch the pizza up from the trunk where Hatcher left it and enter my safety zone. I toss it down on the make shift table we have in the living room and set out to gather a few paper plates, napkins, and a giant cup of milk for me. Hatcher is on his own for drinks tonight as this chick is over it already before it starts. I plop myself down and grab a slice as I watch him enter the living room.

      “Babe, it’s going to be okay. I promise you this,” he says, while patting me on the leg.

      I don’t respond as I know it will not be okay. I’ll need back up before I take on these ladies by myself. I will guarantee that Morgan, Natasha, and the rest of the gang is here. Now, if I could only get Frankie to fly down that would guarantee safety. The rest of the night is spent shoveling pizza and cupcakes in my mouth as I veg out watching some crazy home improvement show.
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      I wake with a text dinging in my ear from the phone on the nightstand; I notice it’s from Morgan requesting that I meet her at the new building she wants to convert to a bakery. Instantly, my ears hear the water running from the bathroom and I know right where to find my husband. I lie here contemplating going in and joining him, or still acting mad for the little trick with the party last night. Of course my body wins and I get up to make my way towards the one I want to see first this morning. I don’t announce myself as I step in and view Hatcher’s back. The vision of him standing here naked with water cascading down his muscular body sends my senses into overdrive. I reach for the bar of soap not even caring if he’s already washed this morning. I lather up my hands with soap and start to caress his back. “Morning, how are you feeling?”

      “Better now that I get to see you in all your glory this morning,” I say wrapping my arms around his waist.

      “Be careful or you’re going to be late,” his husky voice that still sounds sleepy says.

      “Oh really, and what are you going to do to cause me to be late this morning? I mean I have some extra time since I’m not going straight to the bakery.”

      “Really? Where are you going?”

      “I have to meet Morgan at someplace she’s buying, I’m sure you know the one.”

      “I do, as she mentioned it to me. Does this mean I can back you up against this tile and have my wicked way with my wife this morning?” he asks as he turns to rinse the soap off his back. I don’t respond, the only answer and fuel he needs is the simple action of me reaching down to feel his girth in my hands. I love how he’s always ready for me. It doesn’t matter what I do, or what I say… All it takes is one look and we melt in each other’s hands. Hatcher approaches me until my back hits the cool tile. One arm hooks my leg up and into his side allowing him the perfect angle to enter me. No need for anything else, other than just pure X-rated sex this morning. Is it make-up sex? I don’t know as this is us… this is how we live… this is Zara and Hatcher, as we are the purest example of everything sugar and spice when together.

      The water starts to cool against my skin just about the time we’re both exhausted from our shower activity. I have just enough time to wash the morning off before it becomes ice cubes in here. When I exit the shower, Hatcher’s standing before me ready with my towel. I offer up a gentle smile as I allow him to attempt to dry me off. After he’s finished I continue to dry off the rest of the way, and wrap the towel over my body. I throw on some light makeup, dry my hair and toss it up in a quick French braid. The one thing I can say about being pregnant is that everything changes. Hair, skin, emotions, the works. I’ve always had a natural look, but now it’s even more but with a glow. My hair is thicker and wilder. My complexion is perfect to me, and I love this part of it. I’m not into heavy makeup so a little powder, blush, and lip gloss has always gone a long way with me. Heading back out to the bedroom, I search my closet for something comfortable. I’m at the stage of my pregnancy that none of my clothes fit except for maxi dresses. Frankly, I’m over them… I yell out to Hatcher, “I need bigger clothes,” but don’t get a response back. I’ll need to figure out where to buy maternity clothes I guess and add a few things to my mommy wardrobe. I finish dressing and add a pair of my chucks to complete the outfit. No, Morgan is not the only one who has this addiction. I was the one that started her on wearing them. I think we might have a little contest going on to see who can own the most. Currently, she’s in the lead as I haven’t bought a new pair in months. I mentally mark that as something to purchase with the clothes. I mean, I have to stay cute while nice and round. Which by the way, we shall not speak about. Yes, this morning I noticed how my belly is a little rounder than it was when I went to bed last night. Before I know it, I will never see my feet again, so I don’t even know why I need shoes. If I’m not going to see them, why bother?

      I follow the smell of toast and eggs down the stairs, and as soon as I round the corner I notice Hatcher has our breakfast laid out on the counter. Yes, I smile… But it’s not because he made breakfast, it’s because he used our new plates this morning. “Oh My God! We’re becoming domesticated,” I exclaim as I sit down at the bar and reach for my fork.  “Babe, I’ve always been that way a little. You on the other hand are becoming Martha Stewart.”  He chuckles at his own joke, but I’m not finding it funny. Then I stop and think about his statement and damn it if I’m not becoming the person I said I never would. “Where did you put Zara? Did you kill her in her sleep and transplant her in another body? Ah hell, Hatcher I am becoming her, aren’t I?” I whine and slump forward in defeat.

      “No, I haven’t killed her since she’s the only one I love. But yes, I think you’re maturing and what a beautiful person you’re becoming.”

      “Don’t get smart on me.  Your mother is going to have a field day with this shit, and no, I will not be setting the table like she does for Sunday brunch or dinners,” I state as I toss my paper towel down onto my plate and stand to walk it to the sink. I realize that while I drive to the city this morning I’ll need to have a chat with myself about this.

      “Thanks for breakfast, but I gotta run or I’ll be late meeting Morgan. Are you sure you’re okay with meeting the delivery people today?”

      “Be careful, and don’t worry, I have this under control. I have the directions on where it all goes right here,” he says, tapping the corner of his head.

      “Okay, well call me later.  I love you,” I say giving him a kiss goodbye.

      When I walk outside, I notice that the coast is clear of the crazy burb ladies and I take this chance to make a mad dash to my car before I get stopped. It really is crazy that I have to hide in my own yard from them. Lord, what is it going to be like when this child is born? Are their kids going to be this way to my child? Oh hell, they’re never going to leave me alone. Especially when they figure out I make the best cookies on this planet. I envision having a house full of kids with cookie crumbs all over the place, but the bad thing is only one will belong to me. I hit the auto dial button from my phone and wait for Frankie to answer. She lets it go to voice mail, and for that she gets this message.  “You know, I have this friend that moved away and left me here to die by the hands of the people living in the suburbs with me. Now, I have to throw a party for fifty people that I do not like. Please come and rescue me from going to prison! Orange is not my color and I need backup as Hatcher is a big baby and melts when he needs to say no to the mean people. I swear Frankie, it’s like Mean Girls or something,” I quickly state all that right before the beep ends my call. I hope I was able to get my point across to the fact that I NEED MY BEST FRIEND. If not, I might have to resort to smoke signals in the air for an SOS… Or, I can create a machine like Batman has, but only it would be a giant cupcake signal for my distress.

      Luckily, the GPS takes me right to the address where I’m meeting Morgan, I notice her car right away, but don’t see her anywhere. I park and make my way up to the door. When I enter I notice not only Morgan but Jayden standing in the center of the room with his arms wrapped around her waist. They’re speaking low and I can barely hear them mumbling, but it doesn’t matter what they are saying as I take in how happy my friend is. I allow them a few more minutes like this before I announce my presence by clearing my throat. Morgan knows it’s me, but Jayden turns to give me a welcoming smile. “So what do you think?” Morgan asks.

      “Well from the entrance it looks great, needs some work but it’ll be wonderful once we are done,” I say as I approach them.

      “Come, let me show you the whole place. You are going to love the kitchen area. I mean it, Zara. It’s perfect and big, and just wait until you see it.” I follow behind as I laugh at Jayden for giving a that’s what she said comment to Morgan. We enter the space and I now understand what she means. It’s like a baker’s wet dream. A wall of ovens, three sinks, a massive commercial dishwasher, and walls to have shelves installed for days. I notice two walk in coolers and okay, I might just have had a mini orgasm from this. But you can’t blame me as I can make cakes in here for days without running out of space.

      “Morgan, I have no idea how you found this, but it’s perfect,” I say with the biggest smile I can muster, looking like a child on Christmas morning.

      “It wasn’t me; it was all Jayden. He had a shoot on the block over from here and circled around the block. When he saw this place and the for sale sign, he took a picture and sent it to me. I love it and God, can you envision our future here?”

      “You did good dude, and yes I can totally see it all. Now, what’s the plan?”

      “We just have to finish the paperwork, get some contractors here to change a few things, and boom, we move in.”

      “Sounds simple enough, I guess.”

      “It does, but we need to figure out the front, codes, and restrictions. It’s being sold as a commercial building so we shouldn’t have a problem with the stuff we want, but you never know.”

      “We can get someone from Natasha’s firm that deals with real estate to check it all out.  I’m sure we will get it all worked out. Now we just have to figure out what we want to add and change.”

      “That’s why I wanted you to see the place so we can start discussing it. I want to be moved in as soon as we can,” she says with a smile that only causes me to smile back at her. This has been Morgan’s dream since the day I met her. It just proves that no matter what happens in life, dreams can come true. It doesn’t hurt that she has someone special beside her being her cheerleader more than she could ever imagine. If she would’ve married Simon, this wouldn’t even be a topic right now. I’m pretty sure the topic would be about a date of closing the current bakery we have together.

      It makes me remember back to when Hatcher and I told her about our marriage. She told me if any man was willing to give me the world like he is, then he’s the keeper of my soul. It’s the same for Morgan and Jayden, they both hold the key to each other’s soul, and soon we’ll be planning her dream wedding all over again. The only difference that now it will honestly be to her dream man, not just the idea of a perfect wedding like before.

      “Well, I say let’s jump on it and get to hiring more staff. We will need to supply this place and the other bakery. It’s a lot to work out and get situated, but with us I know anything is possible,” I say and watch as Morgan approaches me for a hug. She leans in and whispers, “Thank you for being my partner and believing in me.” I squeeze her back; there really is no need to thank me. I love my job and her like the sister I’ve never had. Who else can say they live their life the way they want, doing what they love to do each and every day? Not many, but the four of us can pretty much say that- with our girl power we are a dynamic group that gets what they want.

      I wave to Jayden and head back out to my car so I can go to the bakery we currently have. I’ll have to admit that I might have had a little pep in my step as I skipped through the parking lot. Life is perfect… Actually, life is moving way faster than I ever thought it would, but I wouldn’t slow it down for anything. What we are building here is a future. Not just for us, but for our families and employees. I can picture bringing my son or daughter here – teaching all the ins and outs of what makes a great bakery. When I picture doing this, it makes me want a dozen kids. But between mine, and what I assume Morgan will have one day – we will have plenty. Cassidy, Diesel’s daughter already loves to come hang out so I can only imagine what it will be like. Daydreaming about the future makes me want to embrace it all. The want. The need. The forever that life gives you.

      Just as I’m pulling out of the parking lot, the sounds of metal crashing and glass breaking echo through my ears. My car is suddenly spinning like a merry go round. The impact of something else hitting flings my body forward until the steering wheel collides with my head. I keep spinning until the impact suddenly stops.

      I can’t move.

      All I smell is blood.

      With all my willpower I try to move to see what’s happened, but the tightness of my seat belt halts me from doing so.

      I need to call Hatcher.

      Am I hurt?

      Is the baby okay?

      I feel like I’m in a dream, screams suddenly coming from somewhere... I can’t tell who it is, but it sounds like Morgan crying, asking someone to call 911. I want to tell her that I’m okay, but I can’t. I want to tell her to call Hatcher, once he can get to me - we’ll be okay. Hatcher and our child are my forever and they can help me. I don’t need to go to the hospital; I just need to nap for a moment. My eyes finally open a little, but I can hardly see anything. Somehow, it looks like I’m sitting in the middle of the car, but I can’t really tell. As soon as I force myself to lean upright, the excruciating pain in my body causes me to emit a blood curdling scream before I black out. The thought of seeing Hatcher is the last thing on my mind before darkness takes me.
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      The consistent beep, beep, beep keeps echoing in my ears as I try to sleep. I shift in the bed, but pain ricochets through my body causing me to call out in pain. A hand squeezes mine and I hear his voice, but I don’t understand what he’s talking about. It’s muted, full of pain and sorrow. I will myself to open my eyes while turning my head to look at what’s wrong with Hatcher. I open my mouth to speak but it’s dry. Instantly, I lick my lips to wet them just enough to ask, “Hatcher, what’s wrong?” I move again only to stop from the pain, the feeling like nothing before in my entire life. “Baby, wake up,” he instructs me as I’ve closed my eyes again to pray this pain leaves my body forever. I open them just enough to get a hazy view of his face. My eyes adjust to the light enough to notice his eyes are red, swollen, and full of sadness. I slide my hand down to my stomach, scared something is wrong with the baby. It’s then that I remember the accident. I’m not sure if it’s the first time that I’ve cried since, but all I can think is that I hurt or killed our baby. “Zara, look at me baby. I called the nurse to bring you something for the pain. I need to you look at me, I need to see your eyes.”

      I turn my head, allowing him to see my face. “Is the baby okay? I’m so sorry, Hatcher. I didn’t see it coming. Oh My God, will you ever forgive me?” I cry out, allowing the emotions to overtake me, not able to hold back any longer.

      “You and our daughter are going to be just fine,” he says while squeezing my hand that’s still resting on top of my swollen belly. I don’t acknowledge the fact that he just said daughter for a few minutes as I cry with the knowledge that she’ll be okay. I look back up at him, “Did you say daughter?”

      “I did. I wanted to wait and allow you to see her picture first, but I needed to get you to focus on what I was saying. You gave us all a pretty big scare and one that I hope to never go through again.” Tears stream down my face as I hear the words from Hatcher’s mouth and flash back to the accident. It was my first one ever in my life and one I never hope to have again. I was so lost in my own world that I didn’t pay attention to make sure the way was clear. “How bad are my injuries?” I ask as I look down and notice my leg in a cast.

      “You have a few bruised ribs and stiches on your forehead and eyebrow from hitting the steering wheel. They had to cut you out as the truck smashed in the side of the car and the brick wall smashed in the other side. When your seat moved, your leg was pinned and got fractured. Looks like you’ll be in a cast for a few weeks.”

      “This sort of doesn’t work well for me, and now I have to buy a new car,” I say pouting, as I loved my car. “I’d rather buy you a million cars than to let something happen to you or our daughter.”

      “True, I’m sorry for scaring you,” I say softly as I look up and take him in. I knew his eyes were red, but now that my eyes have adjusted to the light I notice just how worried he was. It’s a look I’ve never seen from him, and one I never want to see again in this lifetime.

      “I’m going to walk out and get the girls. You gave Morgan quite the scare, just prepare yourself.” Just as Hatcher walks out, the nurse returns with some medicine. “You might feel a little burn once this goes in, but it should help ease the pain.”

      “Is this safe for the baby?”

      “Yes, this is Percocet and Valium to help ease the pain and muscle spasms. We’re only giving you a low dose. If it gets too bad, let me know and we can increase some. We just don’t want to overload you, but we also need for you to be comfortable. The less stress we induce on the baby, the better off you both will be.”

      As she finishes I can feel it kicking in, making me feel a little loopy. As she finishes up writing in her file, the door creaks open. Instantly, I hear the cries from Morgan as she rushes to my side and leans in to hug me. I wince from the pain but welcome her anyway. “Oh, I’m sorry Zara… I just… I had to touch you… Oh, you scared the life out of me today.” She speaks through her own tears and I notice Natasha is right behind her. “Come on, I can give you one, too,” I say, knowing Natasha is waiting.

      I allow them their time as I know it wasn’t easy for them today. “Oh, before I forget, I need to text Frankie and let her know you’re awake now. She’s been texting and calling non-stop since we called her. I’m telling you now, if this was a trick to get her to move home you could’ve done this differently,” Morgan states as she types out on her cell.

      “What do you mean?” I ask, giving her an odd look.

      “Oh, she said she couldn’t live with herself if something had happened to you. She also wants to be here to help take care of you while you recover.”

      “Not going to happen… Dial the phone and hand it to me,” I demand of Morgan while Natasha starts to laugh, taking a seat in the chair that Hatcher had pulled up next to the bed.

      Morgan dials and hands the phone over to me. As I place it up to my face, the pain from the stitches causes me to wince.

      “Morgan, is she okay? Oh my God, I need to get on a plane, tell her I’m coming. What are the doctors saying? What about the baby- is it still okay?” She’s speaking so fast that I have to pull the phone away to take it all in. Finally, I jump in, “Frankie, shut up and listen to me! I’m fine and don’t you dare get on a plane or think about moving home because of me. You follow your dreams and Hatcher will take care of me and the baby.”

      “Zara, you scared the dickens out of me… Do you hear me? Don’t you ever, and I mean ever, do this to me again. And for the record, if I move back it’s not because of you,” she finishes and the line goes quiet. “Are you still there?” I ask.

      “Yes, sorry, I’m having a moment, okay?  I almost lost my best friend and I wasn’t there, Zara. Do you know how upset I am?”

      “I’m sorry, Frankie, and I promise I’m okay. Well, other than having this ugly cast that I have no idea how to have sex with it on. But, I’ll figure that out after I get home,” I say and stop to look up at the girls staring at me. “By the way, anyone know when I can skip out of this joint?” I hear Hatcher speak up from behind Morgan as he walks in, “Tomorrow possibly, they want to keep you overnight to observe you and the baby.” I slink down in the uncomfortable bed while getting back to my conversation with Frankie. I think I have her calmed down for now and pray that she is because the medicine has kicked in and I want to take a nap. I hand Morgan back her phone, the girls noticing how tired I’m getting. Once they give me a hug and tell me they’ll see me tomorrow, Hatcher comes back to my side. I glance over to him, “Why don’t you go home and get some rest, you look like shit.”

      “Thanks, but I’m staying right here with you and don’t even try to convince me otherwise. “

      “That chair doesn’t look so comfy,” I wiggle my eyebrows and flinch from the stitches - making a mental note to not do that again. Hatcher stands and places a gentle kiss on my head, my nose, each side of my face, my lips, and finally places one on my tummy. It’s the sweetest thing, and I thank God right now that we’re okay. I thank him for having my angel with me, protecting us today as it could’ve ended worse than it did. Hatcher slides his chair closer to the side of the bed, clasping our hands together. I can feel the tension escape his body as he touches me. It’s like we’re both realizing how different today’s ending could’ve been. I give in to the fight of keeping my eyes open, allowing sleep to take me away to a place where I hope to dream of pink blankets, elephants, and baby rattles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
          [image: ]
        

      

    
    
      When I wake up, I notice Hatcher is nowhere to be found. I scoot up in the bed, taking in my surroundings while I think back to the events over the last twenty-four hours. I’m a little over twenty weeks and I could’ve lost all of it in a blink of an eye. I’ve been so lost in my own head, daydreaming about the future that I’m forgetting the present. That present is me focusing on our child and its health. As much as I was surprised about having a child, getting married, moving to a house in the suburbs, I wouldn’t trade it for the world. Alone in this hospital room, feeling the pain that moves through my body, and the bright white plastered cast on my leg, I allow the emotions that I’ve buried to come out. I let them consume me like nothing else in the world can right now. I cry for what I could’ve lost, I cry for the pain that I must’ve caused Hatcher, Morgan, Jayden, Natasha, and Frankie. My chest is restricted with the pounding sorrow as I feel the bed dip and his arms wrap around me. He doesn’t speak, he just holds me like I need to be held. Hatcher tries to comfort me like he always does, but I worry now who will comfort him if I’m stupid again and put our lives in danger. I raise my face to him, reddened by the tears. “I’m so sorry Hatcher.  I know you said our daughter is okay but I need to see her… I need to hear her heartbeat and know that she’s okay. I’m so sorry for scaring you and not being what you need in a wife.”

      “Hush, I want you to stop it. It was an accident; it’s not like you left the house yesterday saying you were going to throw it all away. Things happen; you’re both okay - and to me that’s all that matters.”

      “Where did you go? I woke up and you were gone and it all hit me.”

      “I didn’t want to wake you as I made a few calls and I also had the nurse call down for an ultrasound to be done. I knew that this morning you’d freak and as much as you protest it, I know what you need. Zara, I told you I would always make sure to keep you safe, love you, honor you, and take all the crazy parts of you. That means knowing what you need- so in a little while we both will get to see our daughter floating around while her mother takes great care of her.”

      “How do you know this? How do you know what to say, do, and just – be you?”

      “A wise man once told me that when you love, you love with your whole being. Which means you would lay down your life to make the other happy and pain free. If I could take away the pain you’re in now, I would gladly carry it around on my shoulders. Since I can’t, I’ll stand beside you and make sure you have everything you need.”

      “I don’t like driving,” I cry into his chest as I allow him to embrace me again. I find comfort in hearing his heart beat against my ear and the gentle motions of his hands rubbing circles on my back.

      Just as I start to relax into him, the door opens with a nurse pushing a bulky ultrasound machine.

      “I heard someone was ready to see her baby this morning,” she says as she offers me a reassuring smile.

      “I am, thank you,” I respond as I reposition myself carefully in the bed. Hatcher’s hand grips mine, seeing the discomfort written all over my face.

      “Have you been feeling any kicks?” she asks as she plops the cool gel on my tummy.

      “I’m not sure; I feel something but nothing strong. It feels like gas most of the time.”

      “That’s the baby and let me just say that all of a sudden you will feel a giant kick and be like ‘what the heck was that?’.”

      Just as she finishes speaking, a swooshing sound echoes through the room. With every move of the wand, the picture on the screen becomes clearer and before I know it our baby is in full view. It’s different from the last one, where I couldn’t make it all out. Now, I can see her face, her hands, her arms, and her heartbeat radiates through the room. It’s a solid thump thump thump… It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard. Tears stream down my face and Hatcher’s hand tightens its grip on mine. When I look up at him I can’t speak, my heart constricting for him. He’s finally allowing his emotions out. I reach up and wipe the tears from his face as I try to take his pain away like he does with me. The nurse allows us to have a moment as we embrace each other and listen to the sweet music our daughter is playing for us. Just as I look back over at the screen, I watch as her foot ejects out and I startle because I felt it. I actually felt her kick me. I smile and grab Hatcher’s hand, placing it right where I can feel it. “Do you feel her, Hatcher?”

      “I do, does it hurt?”

      “No, it feels weird, almost like really bad gas if you ask me.” And the room breaks out in laughter at my explanation.

      “Yes, that’s about it. I’ll confirm that we still don’t see a penis and the coast looks clear to still be a girl. The heartbeat is strong around a hundred and sixty-seven,” she says while hitting a few buttons and I notice the pictures printing out. She rips them from the slot and hands us a couple to keep, and places a few on top of the machine.

      “We will send the report over to your doctor so they have it for your next appointment. Don’t be surprised if they want to run another ultrasound just to double check our findings and to check up on the baby. Congrats you two as you have a healthy looking baby girl. Take it easy and rest that leg of yours,” she says as she packs up her items and strolls out of the room.

      “When can we go home?”

      “Not until the doctor comes to check on you, once they clear you – I’ll bust you out of this joint.”

      “Words to my ears,” I say and smile at Hatcher.

      I’m not sure how much time passes by as I decided to take a nap after the ultrasound, but I wake when I hear Morgan’s voice. I smile as I look over at her chatting with Hatcher. “Hi,” I say in a sleepy voice. “Hi back at you, how you feeling today?”

      “I’ve been better, and once I can leave I’ll be even better.”

      “I’ll let them know you’re awake and see what I can do,” Hatcher states before leaving the room.

      “I brought you some fresh clothes,” Morgan says as she points to a bag on the other chair in the corner. “Thank you, you didn’t have to do that.”

      “No, but Hatcher asked if I could grab you some and take care of a few things before I came up for him.”

      “Oh really, like what?”

      “Nothing much, just to bring you a few things. Don’t worry about it; you’ll see when you get home.” She smiles that smile only Morgan can do when she’s covering up something. I want to question what they’re up to, but I let it go.

      Just as I go open my mouth in comes Hatcher with the doctor.

      “How are you feeling today, Mrs. James?” The very cute doctor asks as he rounds my bed.

      “Better I guess, still sore, but what can ya do?”

      “I imagine you will be sore for a few weeks, how’s the pain in your leg today?”

      “It hurts when I move it, but I need it to heal as I have stuff to do.”

      “It’ll take some time and you will need to follow up with an orthopedic doctor when you leave here. You can either make the follow up with the doctor that saw you here, or we can refer you to a new one. Just let the nurse know before you leave. He wrote in the chart that you will need to be in this cast for two weeks then they can see how it’s healing. I imagine if it looks good, they’ll put you in a boot. They don’t like to keep people in the plaster cast more than they have to be. So, make sure you get that appointment soon. Also, I want you to follow up with your OB/GYN this week. You experienced a traumatic accident and even though everything looks great today, I’ll feel better if they keep an eye on you for a few more weeks.  If for any reason you experience lower back pain or any kind of vaginal bleeding, I want you to call and either see your doctor or head to the ER. I don’t suspect you to have any problems, but just be aware.”

      “Okay,” I say as I try to process it all.

      “If you’re ready to go home, I’ll have the nurse fit you with a fancy pair of crutches and get you discharged as soon as we can. When you leave make sure you rest, elevate that foot, and try to stay off your feet for the next few days.”

      “I’ll do my best and yes, I would love to leave and go home.”

      “Perfect, well that takes care of it. Take it easy, and let us know if you need anything else,” he says before shaking Hatcher’s hand and nodding to Morgan and me.

      “Morgan, will you help me change?” I ask and receive a smile back in agreement. Hatcher retrieves the bag and lays out the clothes she brought for me. I notice it’s one of my favorite dresses, and for that I’m thankful that all I need to do is slide it over my head.

      “Alright, I’m going to head to your house and wait for you to arrive. Text me and let me know if you need anything,” Morgan says as she gives me a gentle hug and does the same to Hatcher.

      It seems like hours have gone by since the doctor said I could go home. I’m ready for another nap as I’ve had to deal with the nurse fitting me for those God awful metal crutches, showing me the proper way to use them, and then listening to all the do’s and don’t of the world. But now, I’m finally in the car headed home where I can’t wait to be. It hits me suddenly that I never asked if the furniture arrived yesterday. I mean, Hatcher must have been right in the middle of it all when he got the call. “Babe, did the stuff get delivered or did you have to reschedule it?”

      “No, it’s all at the house. They had been there for a few before I got the call. Don’t stress about it, and I’ll also see if we can take a rain check on that party. I don’t want you stressing about that and healing at the same time.”

      “Oh no you don’t, I will recruit the world to make this happen. I refuse to push it out, we need to host that party with style and be done with it,” I admit as I’m not letting this stop me.

      “How about we give it a few days and then come back to it?”

      “That’s fine,” I say as we park in the driveway. I wait for Hatcher to come around and help me from the front seat. The crutches are going to be something that I have to get used to, and something that I need to get rid of very soon.

      As we enter the house, Morgan is right by our side to help me make my way to the living room. We’ve asked that only Morgan join us today as I’m not up for all the company. As soon as I enter the space I notice that everything we ordered has arrived and is set up. Hobbling around on the metal devices that are sure to bring me to my death, I position myself to take it all in.  “Who did all this?” I ask, but I’m pretty sure I know. “Morgan came over this morning when she left to get everything in order. I didn’t want you to come home to boxes and stressed that you needed to get it all organized.”

      I look over at Morgan, noticing how she’s twiddling with her fingers like she does, “Morgan, you outdid yourself and I thank you. I love it.”

      “Welcome and I have to say I’m pretty impressed with the stuff you picked out. It looks great and feels like a home now.”

      “Yeah, you know that was what I was going for,” I say laughing at how it does look like home now.

      “I also put the dishes up in your cabinet and got that organized for you, but if you notice something’s off let me know and I can fix it,” Morgan explains as she sits down on the loveseat next to me. I turn towards her, “I’m sure it’s perfect and you know I’m not really picky. Hatcher, can you get my laptop from the office?” I call out to him as he’s fixing Morgan and me something to drink.

      “Why don’t you lie back and rest for a few? I can make lunch for us all and then you can surf the internet,” Morgan says as she stands to head to the kitchen.

      “Morgan, sit your ass down and relax. I’m not hungry and I want you to look at a few things on that baby site with me. I need to register and order a few things for my daughter,” I say while trying to see if she catches it. We really didn’t announce the gender yesterday, so I can’t remember if she knows or not. I notice the moment it registers with Morgan, her feet halt and that head of hers whips around so fast that I think she just gave us both whiplash. “A daughter? Are you serious? Hatcher told us you found out, but he refused to tell us until you knew first. Oh my God, Zara, this is amazing we get to have pink and frills, and fluffy dresses.” I hold up my hand to silence her, “Hold your frills and thrills as I am not dressing her in frilly dresses. She will look like a girl, but I refuse to smother her in all that. So, get my computer and sit your ass down so we can look at this pink shit,” I say as dramatic as I can. Hatcher drops off two glasses of sweet tea, the remote, and a bowl of Skinny Pop cheddar popcorn.  He truly knows how to reach in and warm my heart. “I’ll be in the office doing a little work, call me if you need something. Please try to rest soon.” He finishes his strict husband orders and places a gentle kiss in top of my head. After I reassure him that I’ll take my medicine and nap soon, he leaves Morgan and me alone so we can bask in the glory of internet shopping.

      Morgan instructs me on creating a wish list on Babies-R-Us and says that I can add stuff from the internet and even venture to the store and add more when I feel up to it. We sit and debate back and forth on the color of the crib. Morgan says white, but I want espresso. In the end I won since I wanted it to be universal. Right now I don’t plan to have another, but you never know. I bookmark the four-in-one convertible crib with a changer attached to show Hatcher. I also bookmarked one that comes with the same crib but a separate changing table. I want his input even though I know he will go with whatever I pick out. The nightmare starts once I click that simple nursery bedding button. I don’t understand why I have to have PINK everything just because I’m having a girl. Morgan’s eyes light up like the sun when we start clicking through it all. I decide to skip that for now, and continue to look at furniture for the room. Most of the pieces I like will go well with either crib, so I bookmark the dresser, a shelf, and even find a comfy looking chair for me to rock her in. Between the both of us I’ve got a good start on the list for today.

      “Are we doing a gender reveal party still?” Morgan asks like she’s afraid I’ll scratch it from the fun things they get to plan.

      “Actually, I had given it some thought, but the more I sit here and think about it we could totally do it the day of the neighborhood party. I already planned to invite our families to attend – it would be perfect.”

      “Do I get to do the cake?”

      “No, I think I’ll just order it from the grocery store, no reason to fuss about it,” I say and hear her breath hitch to another level like I just told her I murdered Jimmy Hoffa. I laugh and wince from the slight discomfort before I reassure her that she has full control over the cake.

      “Oh Morgan, this will be perfect. Don’t you stress about a thing. We will take control over this and it will be perfect.” I offer a sweet smile, somewhat afraid of what they will have planned. If Frankie was here, she’d keep Morgan under control. But since that isn’t the case, I’ll need to put Hatcher on this as the final say so for them. If I leave this up to Morgan the house will be covered in pink and blue streamers, confetti, balloons, and the liking just to throw people off. I gently remind her that I want simple and clean. Nothing fancy, just sweet. Hopefully, this will relay the message to her.

      After another hour passes, I start to yawn and Morgan excuses herself to head home. She’s instructed me to stay home for as long as I can, rest, and not to give Hatcher a hard time. That causes me to laugh as I know deep down he likes the grief I give him. Hell, if I turned sweet and all homemaker on him, he might wonder what I was up to. Hatcher accompanies Morgan out to her car, and as soon as he enters the house he checks on me. I have him adjust me on the sofa so I can lie down and prop my heavy leg up. As soon as the fluffy blanket hits my body, I sink into the best sleep I’ve had in awhile.
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      Life with crutches SUCKS… Life with an ugly white plastered leg, SUCKS… You don’t realize how hard it is to move around with the metal crutches that I call death traps attached to your every move until you have to do it yourself. How those people on the streets make it look so easy is beyond me – because it isn’t. My pits hurt, my arms hurt, everything hurts. Hatcher tries to make life easy for me, but I refuse to let him carry me up the stairs each and every night. I have an alien inside me, one that suddenly decided to become a soccer player with the way she kicks me. There’s no doubt that I can feel her kicking now. Hatcher loves to touch and feel her, but I’m like ‘look kid take it easy’. I can’t imagine how it will feel in a few months, or even weeks, but at this rate I’m going to need new insides. After my doctor appointment today, we’re headed to get me a fancy scooter where I can prop my leg up. We have two back to back – one for the baby, and one for my leg. I’m hoping and praying I can get one of those fancy black boot things and ditch this once white leg.

      We arrive at my OB’s office and while I hobble over to the couch, Hatcher checks us in. If all goes well today with the appointments, he’s agreed to let me go back to work a few hours a day. I’m past the point of stir crazy, and need social activity. Actually, let me rephrase that. I need more than those suburban moms… If one more brings me a casserole, pie, cookies, or just knocks on my door before the party I will flip my shit. The first few days it was okay, but now that it’s been two weeks since the accident and the BBQ is this weekend, I want to murder those housewives. It just proves to me once more that I will have to work after the baby arrives. If nothing else, I’ll need it for my sanity.

      Hatcher joins me and grabs my hand into his, raising it up to his mouth. It’s the sweet gestures that he’s always doing that make me love him more and more each day. We aren’t seated long before the nurse calls us back. We stop at the wonderful scale section, and I alert the nurse that we need to take off like ten pounds for the weight of the cast. They all laugh at how I’m positive the weight gain is all leg and not belly. After what seems like thirty minutes I finally make it to the room where I’m instructed to get up on the table. I laugh, having fun at the thought of having to juggle my round ass, a broken leg, and the death traps all at once. I slouch forward in defeat and look up at Hatcher. I don’t have to ask and he just grabs me on the sides and lifts me up in one swift move. It amazes me that he can toss me around like a fish, but he does it somehow. “The doctor will be in to see you in a few,” the nurse says before leaving the room. I glance over at Hatcher leaning back against the wall with his arms crossed over his chest. The warm tingle that I get while staring at him shows up. I wiggle my eyebrows and open my mouth, “So big daddy, when are we going to … you know … have sex?”

      “After you get cleared and feel better,” is the only response he gives me. It’s been a LONG time and even though we’ve figured out other ways to please each other while we wait, I am dying to have him completely. I raise my crutch and point it at him, “You better bet your ass that we will be getting cleared and freaky today,” I say just as the doctor joins us. She lets out a little laugh as she must have heard what I said, but I let it go because right now I do not care. Dr. Blackwell asks her normal questions, measures my stomach all before she steps out to get the ultrasound machine. She stated that since I had the big one done in the hospital she wants to use her mini machine to get a look at everything herself. The lights lower and the swooshing sounds fill the room until we land on the strong and healthy heartbeat of our daughter. She confirms that we still have a girl inside that seems to be healthy and growing as she should be. This warms my heart, needing the confirmation of what I’ve been feeling. “So, Dr. Blackwell, can I go back to sexual activity now?”

      “Yes, Zara, you can rejoin the life of sex. Just take it easy and if at any time you feel discomfort, take it slow or stop all together. You need to make sure you give your body a chance to adjust back and just take it slow. Now remember, if you need something call the office and we will get you right in. If not, I’ll see you in four weeks,” she says before exiting the room.

      “You are something else, Babe. Now let me help you up so we can hobble on out of here. I have a feeling you are ready to head home now, but remember we have one more appointment, clothes shopping, food, and then home.”

      “You are cruel… I will agree to do all those things if I can have you once we get home.”

      “I promise, as long as you behave today I will reward you later,” Hatcher says with that million dollar smile he has. Instantly I feel the muscles in my lower stomach tighten from the thought of being intimate with my husband again. For this, I give myself an internal pep talk to be on my very best behavior today.

      Lucky for me, my foot doctor is in the same complex - that’s where we head next as I pray to lose this set-up. The doctor stars have aligned well for me today, as I’m getting this cast cut off and I’m being fitted for a boot. I’ve been instructed to still take it easy while using the crutches and my fancy scooter when I can. They want me to do what is called low bearing weight on my foot for a few more weeks. The doctor had to explain what that meant. Basically, I can stand at the sink and apply light pressure to my foot, I can shower without the boot but only adding gentle pressure. So, I still can’t do crap, but I can have sex now and that will make up for the lack of foot action I have going on. I roll out of that office on my new setup and feel like I could totally get used to this gig. I mean, I have wheels and brakes – life will be funnier now. Hatcher has my death traps as I can’t ditch them totally. In my cute little basket, I have my paperwork from today with some exercises to do, and my appointments for physical therapy. Which, by the way, I am not looking forward to.

      We load up and head to a little café for lunch before the fun trip to the maternity clothes store. I’ve been wearing sweat pants and baggy shirts for the last week and I need new digs. Plus, let’s not even mention the panties and bras I need. The girls have swelled up to the point where I am sure I have Mount Rushmore living in my bra. After we sit in the booth, I prop my foot up next to Hatcher on the opposite side, before pulling out my notebook for the party. I also created a to-do list for other stuff that needs to be purchased for the house that we need to go over.

      “Alright, so here’s the menu and a list of all the side dishes that the others are bringing. Morgan has the desserts and cupcakes ready for the reveal. Which reminds me, have you seen the design?”

      “No, she is keeping it on the down low, and refuses to show them to me. How many people are coming again?”

      “I think the last count was around sixty. Do you think we should order one of those covered tent things and have tables set up? I mean we haven’t been to one of these and I have no idea what they do.”

      “No, I think we are good. They can bring lawn chairs, and eat from their laps.”

      “Well that’s just fancy, don’t you think?” I say while making a note about tables on my list.

      “It’s a BBQ, Zara, not a wedding reception and where are we putting all these people?”

      “I have no idea, but aren’t you glad you bought a big house with an even larger yard?”

      “I guess it’ll work out.”

      “Yes, it will be perfect and I’m totally going to rock this shit like no other has in the past.”

      “I have no doubt that you will win some prize for this BBQ.”

      “Don’t be smart about it, I want to show that I can do this. I mean you never know, this could be the start to many more to come, you know,” I say with a smile as I am trying to embrace this instead of fighting against it. I know the other ladies and PTA moms drive me nuts, but this is part of the life I have now – so why fight it? I’ve figured out that if I embrace it just a little they back off – some. Hatcher and I enjoy our club sandwiches and of course I have to dip mine in a ton of Ranch. This is my favorite right now; I want Ranch on everything and anything I can put it on. The other day Hatcher found me dipping my chips in it, he about lost it – but I loved every crunchy bite of it. After we finish, I grab two cookies to go and head out in search of new clothes. On the drive over I figure it’s the best time to talk about names. We wanted to wait to have it verified one more time… I mean, how awful would it be that a penis would show up on the screen after I have the perfect girl’s name ready? Totally would suck.

      “What do you think about Quinn, Elle, Crystal, Emma, Madison, Ivy, or well, what are you thinking?”

      “For what?”

      “Names, you crack pot… We need to come up with a name other than the alien, child, etc.”

      “Oh, okay because sometimes I never know with you,” Hatcher says as he places his hand on my thigh and squeezes it. “Very funny, Mr. Comedian.”

      “I like Madison and Ivy,” he states and I play with those in my head for a little bit.

      “Why don’t we name her Madison Ivy James?”

      “I like that,” he agrees while pulling into a parking spot close to the store.

      “That was easy.”

      “Not really, you’ve been throwing names at me for a week now. Those are all the ones that you have been repeating over and over again. I went with the ones I’ve heard you say the most.”

      “Smooth, real smooth, Mister. Now, get me my wheels and let’s roll,” instructing him as he gets out of the car. I have things to do and a hot man to take care of before the day is over.
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      While we were shopping today, I found a cute nightgown that will grow with me. It’s not as sexy as I’m used to, but it’ll work for the next few months. Hatcher is making my meal of the week; pepperoni Hot Pockets, jalapeño poppers, potato skins, and a side of ranch for dinner while I hobble myself up the steps to make myself sexy as hell. I plan to touch up my hair, makeup, and cover this body in silk for my man. He didn’t see the gown as I slid it in the bag, which causes me to hope he will like it. Standing in front of the full-length mirror I turn from side to side to view my changing body. It’s crazy how much your body can change while pregnant. It’s not just the way you look, but how you feel. Like right now, standing here covered in this turquoise blue material, I feel beautiful. The way my body has expanded to give those extra curves, the constant glow that I have – it’s a miracle. Just as I’m lost in thought I hear Hatcher call for me from the bottom of the stairs. One last look, I’m satisfied with what I’ve done with myself. Nothing special, just a toss of the fingers through my hair and light pink lip gloss on my lips to go along with a matching shade of blush for a fresh appeal.

      With ease, I tread lightly down the stairs towards my husband and the aroma of food. My belly grumbles and I can’t wait to dig into my feast. When I enter the room, Hatcher lets out a whistle causing me to throw up my hand and act as I’m twirling around. “You look gorgeous as ever Babe; come sit and eat.”

      “Thank you, and don’t mind if I do… Thanks again for making this,” I say as I sit and scoot back to get comfortable. Hatcher hands me my plate which I’ve learned to balance on my new body. It’s not a huge shelf yet, but in time it will be perfect for holding stuff. “So I think we are ready for this grand event in a few days. We will need to go to the store tomorrow and pick up everything. Morgan and Natasha have a few decorations they said they want to hang.”

      “That’s fine, write me a list and I’ll pick it all up tomorrow before I head home. I’ve got to work in the city for a few hours and then I am all yours.”

      “Oh, then can you take me to the bakery tomorrow while you work?”

      “I can, but I don’t want you doing too much. After I pick you up, it’s store and home for you.”

      “Yes, Captain…”

      We enjoy our dinner and watch a little reality TV which I’ve come to love. Now, stop judging me, I can’t help it.

      “Hey lover boy, come on let’s go upstairs,” I say, nudging Hatcher in the arm while wiggling my eyebrows at him.

      “Lead the way hot momma,” he says as he helps me up and grabs my death traps for me.

      I limp towards the bathroom to freshen up and take one last look at myself before I head back out. Hatcher has already discarded his clothing, standing before me in just his black boxer briefs. I allow my eyes to travel down the length of his body and back up again. He steps forward and stands inches away from my face, raising his hand and gently brushing it across the side of my face. I melt into his touch as if it’s the first time he’s ever laid a hand on me. Every nerve ending within my body comes to life. Just as he steps away I feel empty, like someone has stolen my life line from me. I turn my head to the side and watch him enter our master bath. I move across the carpeted floor close to our bed so I can position my crutches against the wall. After I safely slide up in bed, I lie on my side facing the door. I prop my head up with my arm while adjusting the material of my gown. I try to make the girls look their best while I hike the one side of silk up my thigh to show a little skin. The sound of the door opening alerts me to look up and towards my husband. His simple smile shows me that he’s missed this and I’m not talking about just the sexual activity – I’m talking about the intimacy of us. The romance, the need to feel each other, the passion that rocks both of our worlds. It’s the now that I need, and want. He prowls over to the side of the bed, never breaking contact with my eyes. As he climbs up and towards me, I brace myself for the heat that only he can deliver. This man caused me to fall in love with him, even though I never wanted it – I wouldn’t change a thing between us.

      Gently, Hatcher touches me, sending a wave of shivers through me. He runs his hand up and down my side starting from my face and following to the bare skin showing on my thigh. A hand reaches back up, bracing my face into his as he pulls himself closer to me. In a blink, his mouth is on mine like he needs it to breathe. His kiss starts slow but within seconds it becomes feverish. A flood of emotions starts to run its course and I roll onto my back, positioning myself so the leg is out of the way. He doesn’t break contact as we pour our souls into this kiss. I rise up to get closer, taking what I need from him as a hand travels down his back, gripping his hips to bring him flush against me. Even though I’m still fully clothed I can feel the heat radiating from his half naked body. I free him from his briefs, only breaking apart so he can remove my gown and toss it over my head to the floor.  As soon as I reveal my naked body to him, Hatcher leans down and places kisses up and down the length of my body. I hiccup on a breath until he comes back up and claims my mouth as his once again. His hands move my arms up and above my head, clasping them together. Hatcher removes one of his hands, positioning my good leg up and around his hips. It’s just enough to allow him to enter me slowly. He stops just for a brief moment, pulling back to gauge my reaction before continuing. “I’m okay,” I whisper in his ear before I bury my face in the crook of his neck. The scent of him, us, and the feelings of us together fuel me to grip the skin on his back. I dig my nails in, pulling him as close to me as I can. It’s different, it’s like I’ve never felt him before. I can feel my body climbing toward that climax as he thrusts in and out.  As I get closer, Hatcher covers my mouth with his, sealing both of our experiences together at once. Slowly, I unwrap my leg from him, allowing it to fall to the side as I come down from the thrill.

      We lie curled up in each other’s arms, trying to catch our breaths from the flood of ecstasy we both just experienced. It wasn’t fast, nor was it slow – it was us and perfect for our first encounter since the accident.

      “That was perfect, Hatcher, but next time I think me and my belly need to be on their sides for this.”

      “Yes, you are perfect and I’ll take you up on that offer for sideways sex any day of the week,” he says, nibbling my shoulder and causing me to laugh. I’m not sure how long we just lay here, him talking to me and Madison. It’s surreal to think about it all, but I’m happy. My mind wanders to Frankie and how she’s been distant since the accident. Before we’d talk several times a day, but now I’m lucky if she calls a few times a week. A part of me wants to jump on the next flight and check on her, but in my current condition I’m not flight ready. Maybe tomorrow at the bakery I can get the scoop from Morgan.

      “Is Brody coming Saturday?” I ask as I haven’t heard otherwise.

      “He is, and he might have a plus one. Is that okay?”

      “A plus one? What the hell are you talking about? Frankie is in New York, so who is this person?”

      “Actually, I haven’t met her yet, but he’s been on a few dates with her. I don’t know, he asked me yesterday to make sure it wasn’t going to be weird and all.”

      “Oh it will be weird, but I’ll have to accept that our best friends are blind at love.”

      “Look at you being all adult,” he says with a smile. I never thought about the fact that Brody, nor Frankie, would find someone else. But if they live in different states and fight what they have, it’s bound to happen. I just can’t wrap my head around it all. I’ll need to take baby steps with this.

      “Do you think they will ever wake up, Hatcher?”

      “I don’t know, Zara. All I know is he’s my best friend and trying to make the best of it. So in the end I have to support him, just like you have to support her choices.”

      “I know, but wouldn’t it be better to just lock them in one of the walk ins at the bakery?”

      “No, because I know from prior experience it’s hard to perform well while freezing,” he states and I remember the time I was getting a box from the freezer last year and Hatcher walked in. It didn’t start out well, but apparently my hard nipples standing at attention from the cold turned him on. Not to mention all the attitude I was giving him. “Don’t you dare tell Morgan about the freezer, she will blow her lid at that one.”

      “Mum is the word.”

      “Good,” I say as I turn to give him a kiss good-night. I’m tired and my mind is starting to take off to places I don’t need to fret about right now. Tomorrow I’ll deal with Frankie, and find some big girl panties to deal with Brody and the new girl.
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      The morning started out slow as I’m more tired than normal, and not to mention a little sore from the prior evening’s activity. Hatcher was perfect as always and made sure I had my breakfast before he helped me get out of the house and to the car. Traffic sucks on the drive to the city and it reminds me of why I hate driving. We stop at the light right by the park near the bakery and I send a text to Morgan, alerting her that we are at the curb. I don’t want Hatcher to have to find parking and then follow me so I set it up so she would meet me with curb side service. I mean, I have all my crap; the death traps and my rolling machine of fun. I now come with a lot of extra shit to stroll around with. I knew I would be okay with just the cart today, but Hatcher insisted that I bring the crutches. Men… They have no idea the power us ladies have. I gently smiled at him and agreed to use them all.

      Morgan and I enter the bakery and the smells of sugar, vanilla, and all things heaven hit me like a category five hurricane. God, I missed this smell… I didn’t realize just how much until today. I apply brakes to my cart, causing Morgan to stop and look at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, change of plans… Take those awful things to the office and meet me at our booth for a morning treat. I need sugar and I need it stat,” I say, with the most serious face I can find. I feel like if I don’t get a cupcake or two now, I might turn into a monster. Jaime appears quickly at the table with an armful of tasty treats. Once she positions them in front of me, she reaches in for a hug. I quickly allow her this moment, but I have no time to waste as I need frosting and sugar. I start to peel the wrapper away from the vanilla cake that’s loaded with a strawberry cream as Morgan joins me with two cups of coffee.

      “How’re you feeling?” she asks, causing me to answer through a mouth full of cupcake. “Great, actually. I’m getting my energy back, and don’t hurt as bad.”

      “That’s good, have you guys gone to look at cars yet? What’s the insurance company saying?”

      “My car’s totaled of course, and Hatcher wants to make sure I’m able to drive when we go to search for one. He says he plans to give me a few options, but I get to pick from them. Who knows what he is thinking.” I shrug it off and grab a cinnamon twist just as I finish the cupcake.

      “You’re going to go into a sugar overload today, you know that, right?”

      “Most likely, but I can’t help it. I didn’t realize how much I missed this place until I walked in.”

      “I know, it’s crazy how you get used to the smells and then bang, you enter and it hits you like a million bricks at once. That’s how it is every morning for me when I open.”

      “How’s business? Are you doing okay with me not here? I’m hoping to be back soon,” I say quickly, in order to enjoy another bite.

      “We’ve been busy, but we’ve managed. I can’t wait until you return, I miss having you around.”

      “I know. I need normal back in my life. I think the longer I stay at home, the burbs are sucking me into the little trap they have.”

      “I can only imagine. How’s the party planning, anything I can help with?”

      “No, you have enough to do and are already handling the gender reveal stuff. Which by the way, how’s that going?”

      “Great and no, I will not tell you.”

      “Fine, but can you tell me if you’ve heard from Frankie?”

      “I chatted with her last night for a few, what about you?”

      “No, she’s avoiding me like the plague. She hasn’t spoken to me much since the accident,” I say, trying to shrug it off.

      “You know, you scared the shit out of us all, Zara. I know we haven’t talked about it, but I thought you were dead. I’ve never seen anything like that, and the fact that I couldn’t get to you…” she trails off and it hits me that she hasn’t talked to me about it.

      “I’m sorry, Morgan,” I say and she raises her head to look at me. I notice the tears building up in her eyes before she speaks again. “You know, Jayden and I were fixing to walk out when we heard this God awful noise. It sounded like the building was falling above us… I never thought when we ran outside that I’d witness what I did. Jayden tried to get you out, but you were stuck and wouldn’t move. Zara, I saw our lives flash before me without you in it. All I could think was that my stupid dream killed you, that I was going to have to break Hatcher’s heart when I called him. That we were never going to see you, or your daughter. I couldn’t function.” She’s speaking through her tears. “Come here,” I say, signaling the seat next to me. I turn sideways in the seat and open my arms to hold her. For the life of me, I don’t know how she’s kept this bottled up all this time. It never dawned on me to bring it up, knowing Morgan would when she was ready. Guess today she was ready.

      “I love you Morgan, like the sister I’ve never had. You girls, this place, Hatcher, and Madison are my world. I promise to never scare you like that again.”

      “Who’s Madison?”

      “Oh, keep this between us. We’ve picked Madison Ivy James for our daughter’s name. Do you like it?”

      “It’s beautiful, and perfect in every way, Zara,” she exclaims, embracing me again for another hug.

      “Excuse me, but can a third person join this party, or what?” I hear Natasha say as she plops down across from us.

      “Hello to you, too, how ya been?” I ask.

      “Perfect actually, and I’m sorry I haven’t been out to see you, but between court, Diesel, and life it’s been nuts.”

      “It’s okay, I mean I wouldn’t want to travel to the burbs after work either. You look great, by the way,” I say as I look at Natasha trying to figure out what’s different.

      “Did you do something different to your hair?” I ask but not sure if that’s it.

      “I had it cut some, but I think you’re just seeing me happy for once.”

      I agree that’s it, and bask in the fact that most of us are truly happy. It’s crazy how I got lost in my own world these past few weeks and how things have changed. It’s like I’ve been given a chance at a new outlook on life, and how precious it all is. I know while we were in New York I had a glance at what I have with Hatcher, but is it wrong that I want us all to have the same?

      “How’s Cassidy?”

      “She’s spoiled rotten and I swear that little girl has me wrapped around her pinky,” Natasha says and I watch as she grins from ear to ear when she speaks of her. “She’s coming this weekend, isn’t she? I can’t wait to see her again.”

      “Yes, she’s coming with us and she’s talked non-stop about it all week long now.”

      “Hey ladies,” I hear and look up to see Jayden standing at the end of the booth. He leans down and kisses Morgan quickly and offers me a sincere smile. “How you doing, Zara?”

      “Hi Jayden, and I’m doing great thank you. Join us for a little while if you can.”

      “I’d love to, but I just came to pick up the office treats and back to work I go,” he says as Morgan stands to embrace him in a hug. “I’ll be right back, let me help Jayden.” Morgan rushes off to the counter with Jayden in tow. I laugh at the two of them, as they are perfect for each other.

      “So, Natasha, have you talked to Frankie?”

      “Just this morning, why?”

      “Oh… Really? Did she say anything like she’s upset with me, or something?”

      “No, I know she was headed to some big shoot she’s trying to finish up, but that’s it.”

      “Okay, well I find this very odd. She’s talked to you guys but is ignoring me. I thought when we left New York we were on good terms. I guess not.”

      “I wouldn’t stress over it; you know how she is. I mean you called her out for her bullshit, and she knows it. She needs to regroup and figure it all out. Plus, I think she’s been a little stressed and doesn’t want to bother you with it.”

      “Why the hell not? I’m her best friend and she knows I’m always available for her,” I say rather loudly and notice a few of the customers turn their heads in our direction.

      “You know how she is, Zara. I mean with the accident and everything, the last thing any of us wanted to do was cause you any stress. Hell, Morgan is just now getting over her nightmares from the accident.” Natasha stops as she realizes that I wasn’t meant to know about this. I let it go, but she knows from my eyes that I hear her perfectly clear. I’ll deal with Morgan later, right now I need to get some work done. Morgan and I have paperwork and talk on the new place that needs to be hashed out before I leave today. Jayden waves his goodbye to us both, and at the same time Natasha stands. She walks over, leaning down to embrace me in a Natasha style hug. Which is one armed, and light. It’s her version of affection for us, and I wouldn’t take it any other way. Morgan plops back down with a stack of papers, notebook, and two pens for us.

      “Now, you ready to work or want to goof off some more?”

      “Bring it, I’m ready to get this going. Show me what you’ve done.”

      Morgan begins to explain all the designs, saying she had a construction company take a look at the place. “They’ve gone through and showed us where we can add new walls and what walls have to stay for the structural effect of the place. I’ve figured that we will need at least three full-time people to man the front, between you and myself in the back. Jaime thought it would be a good idea to do the majority of the baking at the new place, while she can handle the bagels, muffins and stuff here for the morning crowd. I’ve had Hatcher run over numbers and it looks like we can either upgrade the delivery van or just trade it in for a new one. What do you think?” Morgan questions.

      “I’m fine with either. I mean, the big pile of junk out back needs to be replaced, if we have the funds I say get a new one. Might as well go big or go home, right?”

      “I was hoping you would say that. I found this one here that seems to have everything we need. What do you think?” she asks as she pushes a brochure in front of me.

      “Looks perfect,” I reply as I glance through it looking at the pictures.

      “Perfect, I’ll call the guy later today and see what we need to do. Now, as far as color schemes go, what do you think? I still want to have the polka dots, since that’s our branding, but I was thinking we could modernize it up a little. You know, change the style just a little, but not so much people question who we are.”

      “I like that. Keep the pink and brown but maybe add some cream or an off white to it.” I say as I look at a few more brochures she has with tables, chairs, and other items for out storefront. “Now, are we going to carry over the design from the new place to this one, also?”

      “Yes, whatever we decide to do there- we will do here as well.”

      “Perfect, I say go for it.” One pamphlet catches my attention and I grab it from her pile. “What’s this for?” I ask as I notice some baby furniture, a changing table, and other daycare looking items.

      “Well, I thought we could design a room just for the baby in the back. I figured you would be bringing Madison with you to work and we’ll need a place to lay her down.”

      “You’ve talked to Hatcher, huh?”

      “I might have, but I also know you and no one will ever meet your needs for child care. I mean, why have a family style business if we can’t bring our children to work?”

      “Children?”

      “Yes, I said children. I mean, one day I’ll have a baby, so why not?”

      “I think it sounds perfect.” I was worried about what I would do after the baby arrives and I know we talked about it in the past. Now it just seals the deal. Between Hatcher and me, we’re covered on that matter.

      “Quick question before we wrap it up. Natasha said you were having nightmares, what’s going on with that?”

      “Nothing. They’re better now, but the first few nights all I could see was you and everything that had happened. You know me, I don’t do well with all that stuff. Don’t worry, I’m fine.”

      “Okay, but next time tell me.”

      “I will,” Morgan says with a sweet smile.

      “Now, help this whale up so she can go to the restroom and then I want to go take a look at the kitchen.”

      “Why do you want to see the kitchen?” Morgan stops to stare at me.

      “Because I want to be nosy, why else?”

      “That’s what I thought, and for the record you will not find a thing in that kitchen for this weekend. I moved it all to my place to prepare for your visit today.”

      “You’re evil, you know that?” I say and scoot towards the back.

      Morgan makes sure that I stay off my feet and doesn’t allow me to help much at all. Being back here just makes me want to heal faster so I can gain back my life without the hindering leg. A few more hours pass with me sitting, chatting with Jaime, Morgan, and other customers before Hatcher arrives to pick me up. On the ride home, I express my concerns for Morgan and her nightmares. I also explain how Frankie is talking with everyone but me. Hatcher being himself, explains that I shouldn’t worry, that things will work out in the end. But something tells me that something is off with her. I just need to figure out what it is or how to find out.
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      Today is the day of our grand BBQ and gender reveal party. I woke up this morning tired, sore, and cranky so Hatcher has made me sit in the kitchen while I watch him prepare some of the food. We only have about two hours before people start to arrive and I’m expecting Morgan, Jayden, and Natasha any minute now. Just as I stand and try to make him let me help I hear the bell ring. “I’ll get it,” I say and slide on my scooter to answer the door. I swing the wooden door open and welcome my friends with open arms as I position myself in the foyer off to the side with my wheels. Just as Jayden closes the door, and everyone heads to the kitchen, I hear another knock. Curious to whom it could be I sling it back open, receiving the biggest shock of the day. Frankie is standing before me with pink and blue balloons. “Oh My God! I didn’t know you were coming; why didn’t you tell me?” I scream at her. “We wanted it to be a surprise,” I hear Hatcher say from behind me, taking the items from her hands so she can properly hug me. “It was hard not to tell you, so I had to resort to avoidance. Do you still love me?” she asks, as we hug for what seems like forever.

      “Of course I forgive you, now get your ass in here and let’s have a party.” Frankie follows behind me and my wheels as we join the others in the kitchen.

      “Wow, you’ve become domesticated. I thought I’d never see the day where my best friend would trade in her hippie acting days for all this,” Frankie says as she twirls around, taking in the room.

      “I know, but I have to admit that I’m starting to get used to this. Maybe not so much on the cooking, as I just bake dinner. But, you know I love what the house is becoming and what our future holds,” I say, causing everyone in the room to look at me like I’ve grown a second head. Hatcher strolls over to me and wraps me in his arms, allowing his gratitude to burn through me with our embrace. It’s true what I said, and even I have to admit that I just shocked myself with that statement. I pull away from Hatcher and look at my friends, “Now, do not get this confused with me loving Sheila McDomepants. I don’t think I’ll ever enjoy her fake laugh, bleached blonde hair, or her ton of makeup wearing self. Oh and trust me ladies, you will want to grab a chair and take notes at how she drools over Hatcher.”

      “How do you come up with this stuff?” Jayden questions me.

      “Watch and learn buddy, I’ll show you today,” I say, offering a wink in his direction.

      “Now, let’s see what’s in these boxes and I am dying to check out the cupcakes,” I say and scoot over to the table where Morgan and the girls have everything piled up. We hear the guys exit before we drag them into baby gender reveal hell. Just as I glance over at Frankie, I remember that Brody is bringing someone with him today. My internal freak out starts, “Hatcher, can you help me find that notebook in the living room?” I call out and roll out to corner him.

      “This isn’t going to be good,” I say and realize he’s confused by my statement so I clarify. “I’m talking about Brody and his plus one with Frankie being here. This might just crush her,” I say softly allowing my shoulders to slump forward as I still have hope for those two.

      “Zara, it is what it is babe. They are adults and she can’t expect him to wait for her forever, you know.”

      “I do, but I just want them both happy. Plus, I miss her and if they can work it out, she might come home.”

      “You have to let them do this, Zara. Put yourself in their shoes and think about us. Would you have just dated me because your friends wanted you to?”

      “No, I dated you because of your massive package. How do you think I agreed to marry you?”

      “Really, you agreed to marry me, huh? Somehow I recall it a lot different than that. But, I like that you love my package. Want me to carry you upstairs so I can show it to you again?” he asks with a wink, earning him a slap on the shoulder and me rolling back to the other room. I hear him call out, “Love you, Babe,” which only causes me to flip him off as I pay him no attention.

      I take in all the stuff on the table and I wonder what they were thinking. “You guys know this is not a baby shower, correct?”

      Morgan’s head pops up, eyes wide and an expression that resembles someone who’s been busted. “Of course, but you have to have this stuff for this kind of event. I mean, what was I supposed to do, just have cupcakes? Ha, no you get the full Morgan Lewis package. No lip, as you said I could do this as long as it wasn’t frilly. And as you can tell I left out the frill to only add the sass in my process.”

      “Well, this is a lot of sass then, sassy pants.” I want to see if she will reach that high octave she does when she’s exasperated. “This is not sass and don’t you think you can sass me with that rolling cart because I will take it away and make you use your crutches all day today, missy.” And there it is, I have succeeded with my plan. I wheel over, and offer her a hug as I pout my lips at her. Once she takes me up on the offer, I whisper. “It looks amazing and thank you.”

      “Oh My God… Write it down, she actually likes something.”

      “Slow your roll Morgan, I said it looks amazing and no, I am not agreeing to pink frilly shit for the shower. If you keep it along this line, then I agree to what you all have in store for me.” As soon as I finish that statement I want to take it back. Morgan’s eyes are wide and she has that look, the one she gets when she’s in full party planning mode. I turn my head to Frankie and Natasha pleading with them to jump in at any moment to help me out. But it seems they have jumped ship and joined Morgan’s wagon. It’s official, I’m doomed with an over the top shower and I have no one to blame but myself.

      Before we know it, we’re stepping back to take a look at the table. I’ve got to give it to them for keeping things confined to this room and not all over the place. They made a frame with two ultrasound pictures and a sign that says, ‘Team Pink or Team Blue, sign in here. Use a Pink marker if you think it’s a girl, or a blue marker for a boy.’ I also notice a bowl of pink and blue clothes pins for the guests to wear as their choice. The balloons that Frankie brought are both pink and blue to throw them off, but I find it funny because only Morgan, Hatcher, and I know the true gender of the baby. The cupcakes look delicious and I want to dig into them now. Morgan spots me eyeing the buttercream frosting with pink and blue sprinkles that have pink and blue decorations on top.  She walks over and whispers, “Once they bite in they will see pink frosting, and since you’ve been so good about this, here...” She hands me my very own cupcake that she covered with a ton of frosting for me. “Thank you,” I say before taking a huge bite and bask in the flavor of the icing. “Thank you all again, this means the world to both of us. Not only have you put up with me all these years, but you all love me unconditionally,” I say, as I wipe the tears from my eyes.

      “Oh my, you’re crying,” Frankie says.

      “She does this a lot now ladies, so brace yourself. It’s new, and weird,” Hatcher states.

      “Tell me about it. How many other firsts are we going to have today?” Natasha questions and I just shrug my shoulders as I have no clue what can happen next. Just as I wipe my face, I hear a knock at the front door. “Showtime,” I say and turn my amazing transportation around to help greet our newest house guest.
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      The house is filling up with family, friends, and neighbors, and it’s all a little overwhelming.  I keep an eye out for Brody and wonder where he is. It’s like with every knock I expect him to waltz in here with his sidekick. I want to warn Frankie, but how do I tell her this? Hatcher notices my unease and comes to check on me. I reassure him with a smile that I’m fine, but he knows the real reason for my constant looking. I find Natasha sitting next to Cassidy and I head over to join them. Diesel showed up about an hour before the cookout and I haven’t had much time to catch up with him nor his bouncing daughter. I maneuver myself close enough to where Cassidy can jump on my lap. Which, let me tell you, is not easy since this seat on the scooter is only so big and my protruding tummy is taking the rest of my lap. Okay, maybe it’s not that huge yet – but it feels that way. Just as I go to ask Natasha if I should warn Frankie, she clears her throat and motions to the back porch.  There he is, with his plus one who I’ve never seen before. I can tell right off the bat that this is a total rebound gal because she is so not his type. She actually looks like she could fit in with Sheila and her group. Tall, skinny, blonde, and ten-inch-thick makeup. Like really, I can tell what color her eye shadow is from here, and I am like at least four feet away.

      “Did you know about this?” Natasha whispers. All I can do is shrug as I notice Frankie joining us. I offer her a gentle smile, but before I can say anything she holds her hand up to stop me. “Zara, I moved away and he’s free to date, like, and whatever else with anyone he pleases to do so with. I have no control and you guys know I had someone back home.”

      “Had?” I ask, questioning the fact that she said this in past tense. Which to me means she dumped him, and is ready to take a new adventure with the one she’s meant to be with.

      “I’m not getting into this right now, but I called things off with him. No, it’s not because of Brody, but for other reasons I am not ready to speak of today. So, let’s welcome her and enjoy this party.”

      I gulp and nod my head at her while I reassure myself that this will be okay. Brody approaches and we all give him a great big fake smile. Pretty much just like his date’s hair, but hey, what can I say – I don’t like her. Brody introduces us all to Lindsey and we turn on our Southern hospitality and welcome her to the party. In the mean time I notice Sheila McDomepants approach Hatcher. I clear my throat and nod over in that direction. I mean, it’s showtime and I need popcorn for this. Sheila brushes her arm up against him as she leans in chest first to say something to Hatcher. All I can do is roll my eyes at how awful this woman is. Seriously, who the hell shows up at your BBQ and hits on your husband in front of the whole neighborhood? Oh that’s right, Sheila does. Her crew, as I call them, is all hackling over at the table under the porch as they sit by and watch this happen. I open my big mouth to show her who’s boss. “Hey big daddy, your baby momma needs some sugar.” This only causes my group to laugh while the hags turn their noses up at my statement. Hatcher waves at me as he knows what I’m doing over here, rubbing my big round belly for the whole world to see. Yes, I might be staking claim on him and the fact that his package did this to me and not them. But I just can’t help myself. Legally, I’m sure I can plead a case of massive amounts of hormones, but you never know, that’s Natasha’s job to figure out for me.

      Hatcher was smart enough to recruit a friend to man the grill for today, knowing that in my condition I wouldn’t be up to mingling with the whole world. I just want to hang with my friends and take it all in. Plus, Frankie is here and I want to hold on to her as tight as I can, while I can. The first round of burgers, dogs, and sausage are ready. When I stand to roll over and fix my plate, both Diesel and Jayden tell me to sit back down while they gather my food for me. “What do you like on your burger, and what sides do you want?” Jayden asks.

      “Listen carefully fellas… The burger needs to have cheese, mayo, mustard, ketchup, one slice of tomato, two rings of onions, four pickles, and one leaf of lettuce. I’d like a scoop of pasta salad, baked beans, two scoops of banana pudding, three cookies, oh and some of that other salad looking thing one of those housewives brought. And if you find a slice of lemon cake that would be great.”

      “Can we get you anything else to go with that order?” Diesel asks while Jayden laughs. I, on the other hand, find nothing funny about my order. I plan to eat every bite while I sit back and rub my tummy afterwards and prepare for cupcakes.

      “Guys, I’d say you better get it right. Have you ever seen this one upset about food? No, and let’s say if we thought she was bad before the baby, now is ten times worse. Zara loves food, so you better deliver,” Frankie states as a joke, but they might want to send warning signs out for that. I take a moment to look around my backyard and I have to say I never in a million years thought I’d picture this for myself. We have at least sixty people here including our family and friends. I have to say that I’m tickled pink that my parents and Hatcher’s are finally getting along. I’m thankful for that because I don’t have to stress myself over entertaining them while I enjoy myself. They’ve been resting in the shade chatting and I’m planning out a babysitting schedule for our unborn child. Hatcher told me the other day that his mother ordered baby furniture for one of the spare rooms. She’s hoping that we allow her to keep Madison overnight once she’s big enough. Currently, I don’t see this as a problem, but I want to make sure that the grandparents spoil her in a good way, not the normal ‘oh you can have everything you want’ way. Hatcher’s explained that his mother will most likely be the hard love, while his dad on the other hand will be a big softy. I can totally picture that, but something in me says they both will be easy. My parents were never the touchy feely type, more the get in touch with nature type of parents. I honestly have no idea what to expect from them. Plus, my mother just informed me that they’re taking a month long vacation around the time that I’m due in September. I’m not shocked at this news, as this just shows they’re truly not invested in being grandparents. I shrug her off and went to search out my friends, who are my true family.

      “Food for the baby momma,” Jayden says as he shoves two plates in front of me. My eyes grow wide at how well they both did. One plate is full of what Hatcher would call real food, while the other is loaded with what I call MY food. “Very impressive guys, you both might be keepers after all.” I smile and dig in as I savor each and every bite.

      The girls head over to fix their plates, leaving me here with Diesel and Jayden. I’m busy stuffing my face when Jayden clears his throat. “Zara, would I rain on your parade today if I pop the question to Morgan?”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I scream, causing a few people to stare our way. “Zara, hush up before she hears you, and no, for the record I am not joking. Since the accident I realized that I don’t want to waste any more time. I love her and want what you have. I want to start a family and give her the world.”

      Pregnancy emotions take over now, and I have no control over my body. Tears of joy, tears of excitement, and just baby tears flow and I mean flow hard. So much that Hatcher drops his plate to the ground and runs over to me. “What’s wrong, is it the baby? Is it your leg?”

      “No… It’s… Well… I’m happy,” I say between the cries that have now caused the whole backyard to stare at me. Natasha joins the table without a blink and starts to eat. Diesel looks over at her curious to why she hasn’t asked what is wrong with me. She understands the look, shrugs and states, “I already know what he asked her, and I warned him that she’d become a blubber of tears. Just the other day Hatcher said she cried because a bird was sitting on the deck singing a song to her.”

      “Hatcher James… Really, that was only for us to know,” I yell and turn my head towards Natasha. “In my defense, the song was beautiful.” I pull my shit together and look at Jayden. I take in his features before I glance over to Morgan. She deserves this, which is why I smile and nod my approval at Jayden. I wipe my face and set back out to devour what’s left on my plate. I start to think as I watch our friends join around me. The only ones that aren’t happy are Brody and Frankie. I watch as Frankie shifts from side to side, fumbling with her fork. She’s nervous… But I can’t tell if that truly is the problem. It’s like she has something on her mind. Do I ask? Do I pull her aside? I switch my sights over to Brody, who keeps raising his eyes over to Frankie. I can sense the connection between them, but they’re both too dang hard headed to give in to what could be amazing. I’m going to shrug it off as I need to brace myself for the reveal and the proposal of one of my best friends. I’ll deal with those two soon. I have to laugh at how I feel thankful that Natasha and Diesel are just fine. The day they finally agree to get hitched will be the joining of the perfect little family they already have.
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      Morgan gives everyone enough time to finish eating and socializing before she grabs the picture frame from inside the house. I watch as she tallies up the total pink and blue signatures. She let’s a laugh out once she places it down. Clearing her throat, she announces, “Alright everyone, it’s time to find out what the Jameses have in the oven. Will it be a boy, or a girl? By the looks of it, everyone thinks Zara has a little soccer player baking away. Now, if you will all grab a cupcake from the plates being walked around, we’ll find out what the stork plans to bring us in a few months.” I notice a few of our friends and even neighbors are walking around with trays of cupcakes. Of course, I grab mine while I eye Hatcher’s. “You have your own stash in the house, back away from mine, you mean lady.”

      I snarl at him in protest, but decide he can have his cupcake as Morgan stashed away a few of these and brought me my own. “Zara, Hatcher, can you join me up here before we get started?” Morgan asks with her award winning smile. As we approach, Hatcher places his hand on my lower back, causing me to get those butterflies that he’s always giving me. I watch as Morgan’s face lights up, and how everyone near us has a smile on their faces. I hug Morgan, and roll away as Hatcher does the same thing.

      “Now that the parents-to-be are here, I wanted to say a little something before we bite into our cupcakes. As some of you know, we all go way back and I can’t remember a time that I didn’t have these two in my life driving me crazy with their antics along the way. It wasn’t easy in the beginning, but now that they both have thrown in the towel all of our lives have become a little less stressful. I’d like to say I was shocked by the news of them expecting, but that would be a lie. Once you witness these two in action and the way they stare at each other, it is simple to understand the love they share. Now, we didn’t get to celebrate the wedding like most would and I’m okay with that because I’m thankful enough to be a part of this process as we share the gender of the newest member of the James family. Let’s all raise our treats in honor of the lucky couple and take a bite too see if we have blue or pink.”

      Hatcher and I wait before we bite into ours as we watch the others ooh and aah over the pink frosting in the middle of the cupcake. The yard fills with congratulations, shakes of the hands, hugs, and pats on the back. Hatcher clears his throat, gaining the attention of the observers.

      “We want to thank you all for joining us today as we turned our first neighborhood BBQ into a dual celebration with the announcement of our daughter. Things could’ve turned out differently for us, but thankfully my family is recovering. I can honestly say I don’t know what I would do if something had happened to Zara.” Hatcher stops and looks down at me, “I love you, Zara, and I can’t wait to meet our baby girl.” He finishes his speech with a seal of a kiss and another round of applause erupts around us. Immediately, I watch as Jayden steps up towards us with a smile. I nod my head once again and reach for Hatcher’s hand. I squeeze it tight and take a deep breath as I wait for what’s about to happen.
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      Being here today celebrating with Zara and Hatcher is one of the happiest days of my life. When I watched her car turn round and round before me, I thought things were going to end differently. I still have no idea how they both survived, but they did. It brought a lot of things into perspective for me. The bakery, the break up, the relationship with Jayden, and my friends. It all taught me something along the way. Each event in our lives is to shape us as we become stronger. I’m standing here next to Zara and Hatcher and my chest fills with love as I watch them. When Simon and I split, I never thought I would find love again, but when I think about it, I realize what we had was never love. He wanted a lifestyle, someone with a proper upbringing to look good on his arm. Now that I have Jayden I understand what love is. I understand what it truly feels like to miss someone, to want to know how their day has been. Jayden moves towards me. I can feel my face light up from just looking at him. When he steps closer to me I wonder what he’s doing. I notice a bead of sweat forming around his hairline and the nervous look about him. My heart stops when he kneels before me, with a baby blue box in his hand. “Jayden, what are you doing? Get up,” I say motioning for him to stand, but he ignores me.

      “Morgan, I can’t wait another day to do this,” he stops, looks over towards Zara and winks before he looks back at me. “Morgan Lewis, you bumped into me one sunny afternoon in a park, carrying what you hoped to be the dress of your dreams. I know you still have it, and I’d like nothing more than to see you in the one you’ve always wanted, maybe not that one, but one that you love and can’t wait to show me on our wedding day. I realized recently that life is short and when you have a bond with someone like the two of us do, you don’t waste it on time. You jump feet first and grab ahold of what you want in life. For me, that just happens to be you, and only you. Morgan, will you do me the honor of being my wife, the mother of our children, and promise to bake for me for the rest of your life?”

      I can’t breathe.

      I can’t see through the tears that are streaming down my face.

      I’m pretty sure I can’t even feel my heart beating in my chest as it’s stopped to pause this moment in time.

      Shock runs through me as Jayden and I have only spoken of marriage and a family a few times so I definitely didn’t see this coming.

      “Morgan, you want to answer me? I’m kind of down here waiting,” he says as he gives me that devilish smile of his.

      I place my left hand out towards him. “Yes, I’ll marry you and I promise to bake anything you ever want for the rest of my life,” I say as I watch him dress my ring finger with the most beautiful Tiffany style princess cut diamond ring. I take it in and enjoy how it’s me, and not a lifestyle. This is simple, but elegant.

      Zara is back to crying as she engulfs me in a hug. “Did you know about this?” I ask.

      “Only found out a little while ago myself. Oh My God, we get to plan a wedding and a baby shower,” she screams.

      “I know, I can’t believe I’m going to do this again, but I’m glad it’s with Jayden. I can’t imagine life without him in it.

      “Congrats,” Natasha says with a smile and hug as I watch the guys all shake Jayden’s hand. Frankie approaches me, tears filling her eyes as she embraces me. “I’m so happy for you,” she states and we all watch as she cuts her eyes in Brody’s direction.
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      It amazes me how life changes in the blink of an eye. Just a few months ago I was still mending my heart back together from life and focused on my career. Each new case that landed on my desk was another way for me to bury myself so deep in it that I couldn’t think of anything else. Now, I’m enjoying it, along with Diesel and his daughter Cassidy. Everyday something new happens, either something with me, or with them. Cassidy has become a part of me like I never imagined and it still scares the shit out of me daily. Things have been hectic with us all, but we still seem to make our friendship a priority in life. It doesn’t hurt that the men in our lives get along; it’s just another plus for everyone. Thrilled isn’t even a word I could use today to describe the events. Between Zara, and now the news with Morgan, the day is complete as I look over and smile at Diesel. Cassidy’s hand is wrapped in her dad’s as she uses the other to eat another cupcake. I’m pretty sure the sugar high for her will hit in less than five minutes, but it’s okay.

      Diesel looks at me and smiles as he nods his head for me to come back over to them. I kneel to wipe the extra frosting from Cassidy’s face, and when I stand back up I notice a different look on Diesel’s face as he shifts his weight from side to side. “You okay?” I question.

      “I am, but we need a moment of your time. Cassidy has something she needs to ask you,” he states as he shakes her arm to get her attention. I look down at her, “Yes, Miss Cassidy, what can I do for you?” She swallows the rest of the treat, takes her hand out of her dad’s and motions for me to kneel. Eye to eye, I hear Diesel tell her to go ahead. “Will you live with me?” she asks and I’m caught off guard, not fully understanding what she means. I mean I think I do, but I’m not sure if I truly comprehend what she just asked. I stand and look back over at Diesel. The space around us is silent, and I’m pretty sure not even a fly is buzzing around at this moment.

      “What we both would like to know is, would you like to move in with us? I know it’s a little backwards and all, but we love you Natasha. I’d propose to you, but I still need a little more time before that happens. I am, however, ready to wake up to you every morning and snuggle with you each night as we start a life together.”

      I stand here flicking my eyes back and forth between Diesel and Cassidy, taking in the words that he just said. It is backwards, but I’ve tried to do it once before the way people expect and that didn’t turn out so well for me in the end. Something about this tells me to leap and take this risk. I know it’ll be an adjustment, but with Diesel by my side, it’ll be worth it. My response is delayed as I process it, my mind is telling me to jump up and down like Cassidy does when we go to the bakery for treats, but something within me likes watching the way his eyes dart between me and Cassidy. It’s almost as if he thinks I’m going to say no. I wait a few more minutes before answering.

      “Yes, I’ll move in with you guys. Or you can move in with me, I don’t care, I just know I want this also,” I answer and Cassidy’s voice booms with happiness.

      I know most people do this different, but Diesel still has to work through the death of his wife before he can let me completely in. I’m okay with this as I understand it. I think in time he’ll allow me to heal his heart just like he’s been the one to put mine back together. I know I’ll never replace Cassidy’s mother, but I hope that I can become someone she looks up to and that I’m around long enough to watch her celebrate the same things we’ve been celebrating today. I turn to look back over at my friends and their guests. “Who would’ve known all these things were going to happen at once?” I say with laughter as it’s pretty funny when you think about it.

      “Well, I sure as hell didn’t and I think we need more banana pudding,” Zara yells out as she scoots over to the table. She stops just shy of the bowl, turns around to the crowd and asks, “Anyone else want some, because if not this shit is all mine.” She grabs the bowl and balances it in her arms as she makes her way back over towards the group. When she stops and scoops up a huge bite we laugh at how she can still be hungry. Hatcher shakes his head at his wife but allows her to indulge herself in the craving that’s she currently having – which by the way is usually everything.
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      “Well, I don’t have news like that, but I do have an announcement,” I say, gaining the attention of everyone. I was going to wait to do this tomorrow when the girls and I had lunch, but since it seems to be the time of happy news, I plan to spill it now rather than later.

      “We’re waiting,” Zara says through a mouth full of food.

      “I’m moving home!”

      “Seriously, don’t you play with my emotions, Frankie,” Zara says as she passes the now empty bowl to Hatcher.

      “Seriously, and I bought a house.”

      “Where, and when did this happen? I mean wow.” I hear Zara, and I can’t wait to tell her where I’ll be living.

      “It’s really close, and I think you might approve.” I smile and drag it out a little as I love to toy with her emotions – even when she’s not pregnant.

      “Stop playing with me, Frankie. I mean… I’m excited about all of them, but this is the topper to my day.”

      “Two doors down, you know the house that was for sale and now it has a sold sign on it?” Zara screams with excitement and forgoes the scooter to hobble towards me. As she embraces me, I hear Brody excuse himself from the group. I’m not sure what to do or say to him. I allow him to walk away as I explain to everyone that I won’t be going back to New York at the end of the weekend. The moving company will deliver my stuff in a few days and I tell them how I said good bye to New York as a permanent home base. I’ll have to travel back at times for shoots as I have contracts to complete, but my main business is here where I belong. While I was in New York I had time to do a lot of thinking, but I still need to figure out what I want in life. Is it Brody, or have I ruined things with him for good? I don’t know, as seeing he’s moving along without me, that might be the answer to it all. Maybe in life we miss the good and have to settle for something less. Those are answers that I’m not sure I’m ready for today. All I do know is that life has brought me back here, and this is where my heart is. I just have to figure out where I left it.

      Our group splits and mingles with the other guests. I’m approached by a few of the ladies in the neighborhood as they welcome me. A few have asked if I do family portraits and I hand them my card so they can take a look at my past work. I have the opportunity to gain new clients with all these families and it doesn’t matter that the pictures won’t be seen on the cover of a magazine. I’ve learned over the last few months that family and friends mean more than any photograph I can ever take. The pictures that I take of newborns, weddings, and just a fun day at the park are worth a million bucks. It’s a story of life, love, and new beginnings for them. Those are memories that I get to capture with a click of my lens -something most people never get to enjoy. I get to witness the romance between a newly married couple, where the love is so deep and new that you can’t help but smile while your heart desires the same. The joy of new life, that’s the purest of souls in the universe. The still of life’s moments on a swing when you capture people by random. This is what I want back; I want the happiness from behind my camera again.

      I notice the moment Brody comes in my line of sight and I stand to see if I can have a moment of his time. I take him off to the side where we can be alone.

      Taking a deep breath, I let it out before I can say anything. I reach down and grab his hand so I feel his skin against mine again. “Brody, I need to explain to you why I had to leave. Why I left and ignored all your calls, texts, and… You. I wasn’t in a good place, things were moving fast and you scared me. I wasn’t sure if I felt the same about you as you did me. I know the answer to that now and maybe one day you’ll give me the chance to tell you. I might have thrown the best thing in my life away by running, but one day you’ll understand why I had to do that. I would never want you to do something you don’t want to, especially if you were lost. By leaving, I was able to find myself ... Know exactly what I want out of life and who I want that life with.” I stop to gather myself for a moment before I can continue. As I start to say something again, Brody holds his free hand up to stop me.

      “You can’t just waltz back in here today and tell me this, Frankie. When you left, you took my heart with you and it’s not back in my chest yet. I’ve moved on and that’s something you’ll have to live with. I would’ve joined you on your adventure … I would’ve done anything you needed me to do, as long as I was allowed to love you. I still care deeply for you, but I don’t know if I can give you my whole heart again without the fear of you ripping it from my chest. Maybe in time that’ll change, but right now I can’t even try to let you back in. Will we be friends? Yes, but nothing more. You had to find yourself once before, and that’s what I’m trying to do now. So, if you excuse me I need to head back over to my date that’s currently wanting to know what’s going on.” Brody pulls his hand from mine. When he does, I feel my heart rip from my chest and follow behind him. I realize at this moment that he holds the key to everything good in life for me. I knew coming back and repairing what I broke was going to be hard – but I wasn’t prepared for it to feel this way.

      “I have more cupcakes in the kitchen, care to join me?” Zara asks, waiting to console me like she always does. I shake my head and follow beside her as we round the front of the house trying to avoid the looks of everyone else. We stop in the front yard and take in the scenery before us and how I’ll only be two doors down from her in a few days.

      “Welcome to the burbs where you may enjoy casseroles that’ll kill you and women that will stare at your men,” Zara says before we enter the house.

      Once we enter the kitchen, Morgan and Natasha are waiting for us. Morgan hands us all a glass of milk and a cupcake as we toast to new beginnings, adventures full of love, and laughter.

      

      To be continued…. Stay tuned for Heated Sweets Vol 3 of A Taste of Love Series – Frankie’s Story
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      This seems to always be the fun part where you have to remember what to say, who to thank, and all that jazz. Jeez where do I start…? Sugary Sweets is my tenth release, and whoever said it gets easier was certainly lying. Now, don’t get me wrong; I love it all, but writing acknowledgments to me is like writing a whole novel. Have no fear as I am prepared as if I’m going to the Oscars. This year has had a ton of ups and downs, but with every door that closes- new ones appear.

      First I want to thank my readers… Gosh, without you guys I wouldn’t push myself as hard as I do. The messages I received after Frosted Sweets were amazing and I love that everyone is ready for Zara’s story… Now, I am fully prepared to be asked when Frankie is coming, but I shall wait to announce those dates... Thank you and I love, love, love hearing from you guys. Keep those emails a coming.

      Bloggers! WOW I love you guys… I love when I get to meet you, I love when I get to message you to share a sale, release, or review. Without the support from all of you, it would be near impossible to get the word out. For this, I thank you all from the bottom of my heart.

      My readers’ group aka Willard’s Wild Ones… I heart you guys something fierce. Thank you for sharing, supporting, reading, and playing games in our group. I love how much we have grown, and how I know we will grow through the days ahead. I know at times I might go MIA, but always remember that I am a click away and appreciate everything you do for me and my work.

      Kelly Morin, I love how you love my stories… I love how excited you get and your amazing words when you read my work. I can’t wait to meet you and give you a GIANT hug.

      To my review team … THANK YOU!!!! Thank you for always being ready and willing to read and give your thoughts.

      Shari! You took my design for this cover and put your spin on it… I love it more than I thought I would, or I should say more than the first one. Something about this one just grabs me and I can’t put my finger on it. Maybe because Zara holds a special place for me, and this is her cover. Thank you for rocking it out… Cheers!

      Letty, my dear sweet editor that makes magic with the words I throw at you. I love how we can still work together, and love the feedback that was given with Sugary Sweets. Thank you for cleaning up my mess and bringing my words to life. I was lucky enough to meet some amazing people in my last adventure and I’m truly blessed that you were a part of that. Thank you again and I look forward to many more projects with you in the months to come. Also, I promise to get Frankie’s story done ASAP.

      Amanda…. What do I say here to someone who listens to me talk about vaginas, sex, stories, and places where whipped cream should go daily? Yes, as people are reading this they have no clue what the hell I am talking about, but seriously this shit really happens. Thank you for your friendship, thank you for listening to me when I need to vent. Thank you for reminding me of what I love and that I need to stay true to myself and my writing. Most of all thank you for being you! I love you like a sister and can’t wait to see us reach the stars.

      A lot of you hear me dedicate my books to or thank my son, but I have to as he reminds me daily how proud of his mother he is. On the days I want to throw the towel in and give up, I look at him and remember that I am showing him that anyone can conquer their dreams. No matter what you put your mind to, you can do it. Keep reaching for the stars my dear sweet son, and one day you will own the galaxy. I love you to the moon and back.

      To the love of my life that gives me inspiration, time, and the reason I believe in happy ever afters; thank you. Thank you for loving me. Thank you for never letting me give up. Thank you for being my rock over the past twenty something years. Most of all, thank you for believing in me.

      My friends and family think I am absolutely nuts…. But they love me anyways… Thanks for being friends with all my people that live in my head and giving me the inspiration to write the funny sections of my work.

      I hope I haven’t forgotten anyone and if I did, I’ll get you in the next one….  Love you all and thanks for everything.

      Okay, I hear the buzzer going off and that means I have to wrap this speech up. Thank you everyone who reads this!
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