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Baby Steps

 

Gemma Johns


To my six children. You inspire me!


Chapter One

“I THOUGHT TASH had the girls tonight?” Nikki asked quietly so that Cora and Ada wouldn’t hear her.

Belle shook her head. “We did a swap. She had something on tonight, probably with her new girlfriend.” Belle knew she was reinforcing what her best friend Nikki already knew—Belle had well and truly moved on from her nineteen-year relationship.

“She’s really got a new girl?”

Belle rolled her eyes. “Emily, I think she said. I don’t know. It surprised me, because she was so full on with Amanda. I thought they were it. But five minutes after their split, there was a bunch of dates with random women, and now there’s Emily. I really don’t care; it’s none of my business, except for the girls.”

Nikki instinctively looked toward the other room, where Belle’s daughters were going crazy, running and jumping. “What do you mean, except for the girls?”

“You know.” Belle followed Nikki’s gaze. “As long as they’re okay, constantly meeting new women in their other mum’s life. Must be hard.”

“Well, it’s not really constant. Hopefully she’ll stay with this one. She was with Amanda for, what? Two years?”

Belle nodded. “Depends who you listen to, but about that. But that’s half of Ada’s life. It just feels like a lot of change. Anyway, it’s irrelevant to me, and leaves me to date whomever I want.”

Nikki sarcastically stated, “Which you really take advantage of.”

The truth was, Belle had no real desire to date, and although she and Tash had split up over two years ago now, Belle had spent her time focusing on the children. She couldn’t say that Tash didn’t focus on the girls, though. Belle and Tash were fortunate that they managed to co-parent so well together, with very little tension between the two of them. Belle would be lying to say it had always been easy. In the early days, her heart broke every time she dropped the children to Tash. Seeing Tash and Amanda playing happy families just months after her relationship with Tash had ended nearly destroyed her. But, with time and perspective, Belle felt more and more comfortable and sometimes found herself even confiding in Tash at the end of a hard day.

Nikki picked up her plate and empty coffee mug and walked to the sink. “I was going to suggest a movie tonight, because I thought you were footloose and fancy free.”

“Why don’t we watch a movie on Netflix?” Belle asked, and Nikki screwed up her face.

“I suppose. Chances are I’ve seen it.”

Belle knew it was true. Nikki practically lived at the cinema.

*

THE NEXT MORNING, Belle stretched and rolled over in bed. She looked at her clock and was surprised to see it was after 9:00 a.m. Noting the silence in the house, she wondered what the girls were up to. She raced downstairs and found them both sitting in the living room watching ABC Kids on TV. “Hey, babies,” she said, and the kids looked up from the television and smiled.

“Hey, Mama.” Ada jumped into her mother’s arms and gave her cuddles.

“We’ve got to get you dressed and give you breakfast before Mummy comes to pick you up.”

The girls grinned.

“I told Ada to let you sleep in,” Cora said, looking pleased with herself.

“Thank you, Cora, that was lovely. But now we have less than an hour to get you all ready to go home to Mummy for the week.” When she first became a parent, Belle wondered if she’d ever get more than three hours sleep in a row, let alone sleep in past 9:00 a.m. The past few months had seen her claiming back some much needed ‘me’ time, even when she had the girls. Now that Cora had turned five, she was really starting to show consideration for the feelings of her parents.

“How about I put some porridge on?” Belle asked. Ada looked excited, while Cora jokingly pretended she was about to puke. “And toast for you, young lady?” Cora nodded, grinning. While the porridge cooked, Belle ensured the girls got dressed and put their bags by the front door. She and Tash both kept individual wardrobes and toys for the girls at their own house—it made the most sense with their week-about schedule—however, the girls took a small backpack of “necessities” between houses. Necessities weren’t toothbrushes or pyjamas—they were covered. To the girls, necessities were particular Barbie dolls, their Nintendo Switches, a specific book, or whatever else took their fancy at that particular time. Today, Belle knew that in addition to the usual necessities, Cora had packed the Harry Potter box set she’d started watching. She only hoped Tash wasn’t concerned about the fear factor. Tash always seemed more worried about which shows and movies the girls watched than Belle did.

“Hey,” Tash said when Belle opened the door a little while later.

“Hey, yourself.” Belle gave Tash a peck on the cheek. “Come in. Tell me everything.”

Tash blushed a little and raised her eyebrows, clearly thinking of her date with Emily the night before.

Belle grinned, adding, “Well, you don’t have to tell me literally everything.”

Before Tash had a chance to divulge everything or nothing, Cora came bounding up to her. “Mum. How are you?”

Tash grinned and embraced Cora, quickly followed by an embrace with Ava. “Great, great. What are you girls up to?”

“We’re doing play dough and watching TV,” Cora exclaimed. “Ava hurt me, because she wanted the blue play dough.”

After giving the girls a lecture on playing nicely together, Tash said, “Why don’t you go and play some more, and Mama and I will have a coffee and chat?”

The girls, excited to have more time at Mama’s house, raced off without question. Belle put the kettle on, and Tash pouted. “I don’t want instant.” She pointed to the coffee machine. “I want one of those pod coffees. The real thing.”

“I forget I have that machine,” Belle said. “I only use it when I have company.”

“What am I, if I’m not company?” Tash asked pointedly. “Besides, you should drink that coffee more often.”

“I know. I just don’t think to.”

“I bet you pay five fifty for a cup at the café near your office.”

“I do,” Belle confessed with a grin.

“I’ve started making a cup in my Keep Cup each morning,” Tash stated proudly. “Sometimes I even make two, because the cup keeps it hot enough for my afternoon coffee. And then I’m saving ten dollars a day.” Tash shrugged. “That’s fifty a week.”

“I can do the maths.” Belle wondered why it mattered to Tash.

“Actually, the maths is what I wanted to talk to you about.”

“You’re seriously worried about my coffee habit? What’s it to you?” Belle asked.

“No, I don’t really care how much money you waste on coffee, though I do think you should get a Keep Cup. No, I wanted to talk about something else.” She paused, and then looked away and said, “I got sent the embryo renewal letter.”

Belle was silent and frowned at Tash. Both of them knew the letter came every April, and every April, they just renewed it, even since they had broken up. It hadn’t been discussed before, so Belle didn’t know why Tash was bringing it up. Surely it couldn’t have anything to do with Emily at this early stage. Then again, Belle knew how quickly Tash worked when she started dating someone. Although it was a surprise, Belle instantly knew she wouldn’t make any rash decisions on someone else’s time pressure.

Finally, she spoke. “Okay?” was all she responded with. That, combined with the long pause, said enough to Tash.

“It seems silly to keep paying it, given we’re really done for good. But then we have six siblings for our girls in there. Emily and I don’t need them.”

Belle had a wry smile, more in surprise than anything else. “Emily and you? There’s already decisions being made around that?”

Tash shrugged, and Belle became increasingly frustrated with her. For such a huge topic, Tash seemed flippant, which was so unlike her. “I don’t know what will happen with Emily, but I sense a connection. Last night was amazing. She gets me.”

“Like Amanda got you?” Belle raised an eyebrow. Tash and Amanda had worked together and become a couple very quickly after Tash’s shock decision to end their relationship. Belle had thought that she and Tash would be together forever—she wouldn’t have had children with Tash otherwise. They were as good as married. They’d been together since they were kids themselves, after all. Tash’s decision to leave had truly shocked Belle, and deep down Belle believed that Amanda was behind the end of their relationship. Tash was a very practical, detail oriented, and rational woman, but there was a small part of Tash that wore her heart on her sleeve, a romantic at heart. The romantic side of her was at odds with her practical nature, but it was always what Belle had admired about her ex. Unfortunately, once she was so busy with pregnancy and then parenting small children, Tash had her needs met elsewhere—at least, that’s how it was as far as Belle was concerned. Neither Tash nor Amanda had ever confirmed this.

Tash swallowed and finally responded. “Amanda and me. Well, we weren’t right for one another. Deep down. She helped me to get over you, as I grieved the loss of us, but she was a rebound girl. Deep down, I need someone more like Emily.”

Belle simply shook her head and busied herself finalising the coffee making. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing and didn’t trust herself to speak. After a moment, she handed the bright red mug to Tash and steered her to the table. “Anyway, how does Emily have anything to do with our embryos?” Belle felt her emotions rising up to the surface and noticed her voice was a little higher pitched than usual. She wanted to get that under control, to continue the conversation, but was afraid her emotions would cause the conversation to go off course.

“Emily has nothing to do with our embryos.” Tash practically whispered the word embryos, glancing at the TV room the girls were in as she muttered it.

While Belle agreed, her emotions were getting the better of her and she was finding it hard to be as rational about this as Tash was. “So?” Belle wasn’t going to make this easy for Tash in any way. She wanted Tash to spell it out.

“So, I was thinking. I mean there’s no chance we’d ever get back together and have another baby, right?” Tash asked, clearly nervous.

There was no chance, but a long time ago, Belle had wanted exactly that. Tash and Belle. Belle and Tash. They’d been together since she was just fifteen years old, and they’d planned to have three children. Those frozen embryos represented Belle’s broken dreams, even if Tash no longer felt that way. There was a part of her that would always want that third child, but she knew she couldn’t do it alone. She remained silent.

“I’m happy if you want to have a third on your own. Emily and I are talking about it, actually.”

Belle nearly spluttered her coffee everywhere, but she choked it back instead. “A third child? You’re talking about having another child?”

Tash couldn’t hide her smile. “Emily wants to have a baby. Can you believe it?”

Suddenly the blood rushed to Belle’s head and she felt a little breathless. “Oh, you’re asking me if you can use the embryos? You’re not asking me to destroy them?”

“Oh, God, no,” Tash said. “It doesn’t seem appropriate. To use the embryos created from your eggs. Besides, Emily would want to carry.”

Belle was instantly relieved. “So, you’ve got it all worked out? That was fast.” Belle couldn’t hide the sadness in her voice, and Tash knew her well enough to pick up on it.

She reached for Belle’s hand and lightly touched it. “Well, it’s early days, Annabelle. Early days.” She smiled reassuringly at Belle. “But what are your plans? Do you still want to try for number three? I know you always wanted to.”

Belle sipped her coffee and put her head back, glancing at the ceiling. “I’m single,” she finally said, and looked down at the table.

“And you’re a kick-ass single mum as it is.”

Belle blushed in gratitude, but couldn’t quite believe Tash would be the one having a third child, and she wouldn’t.

“You could absolutely have a third and you’d do it amazingly.”

“Work is so busy.” It was true. Belle had really thrown herself into her career over the past two years and was loving it. “Every second week I work really long hours and try to have a bit more balance when I have the girls. I wouldn’t have that as a sole parent of a third child. Plus, oh my gosh, those newborn days. Doing that alone…” Belle slowly shook her head, recalling how tough the newborn days had been for her. “It’d be too hard. But thank you for the compliment.”

Tash firmly put her hand on the table. “Fair enough,” she said, as if the case was closed and everyone was happy. “Then, what do we do with the embryos?”

“I was hoping to not do anything,” Belle said firmly.

Tash grimaced a little. “It’s a bit unfair to Emily, though, isn’t it? And financially silly. But mostly it seems wrong to say to Emily that I have kids in the freezer with my ex-wife while she’s maybe trying for a baby? It’s just a bit… Well, it seems a little wacky.” Tash at least looked a little embarrassed.

Belle tried to not let her anger show. She didn’t particularly care about Emily’s feelings about this. “I need time to think. Can we leave it this year, as is?”

“Can you pay the bill, though?” Tash asked. “Take over the financial side, 100 per cent?” Tash sounded a little whiney.

“Yeah. Sure. The money isn’t the issue for me, so if that’s the concern for you, I’ll pay the account.”

“You can then make any calls you want with them. Basically, I’ll wipe my hands of the embryos, and they’ll become yours.”

Belle couldn’t really believe Tash felt this way and tried to think it all through quickly. “I’d need your permission, in terms of the clinic. They’re not my embryos; they’re our embryos. So you’d effectively be signing off on them.” Belle needed to know that Tash understood.

“I’m not going anywhere, so just let me know when you decide. I’ll scan you the letter today, and you can pay it, and then buy yourself some time. I know it’s tough,” Tash acknowledged.

“Is it tough for you?” Belle asked, her forehead crinkling.

Tash was clearly confused and asked for clarification.

“You and Emily have a baby, and it’s not connected to Cora and Ada genetically.”

“Oh,” Tash said. “That was the other thing I wanted to chat with you about. I think our donor is still donating. I wondered how you felt if Emily and I used the girls’ sperm donor? Seems to make sense for the girls to have a half sibling, especially if you’re not having another child.” Tash then rushed to add, “If we go down the baby path, that is. It’s still early days. Too early to make any plans like that.”

Belle knew in her heart that Tash and Emily would proceed. She stayed silent for a moment as she thought it over and agreed it made sense for the children to be genetically connected with their new siblings. Although it broke her heart, she consented to Tash and Emily using the same donor.


Chapter Two

ONCE TASH AND the girls had left, Belle sat on the couch reeling from the discussion. She already had a headache forming from the stress. She called Nikki up and asked her for dinner.

“Okay. Maybe we can catch that movie?” Nikki asked, but Belle said no, she had to talk.

“Sounds big,” Nikki said. “I’ll meet you at La Dolce Vita at six?”

Belle spent the afternoon aimlessly pottering around the house and listlessly sitting on the couch. At around 5:00 p.m., she finally got dressed for dinner. Belle put a bright red top on with blue jeans and boots. She ran her fingers through her long brown hair, put a smear of lipstick on her lips, and marched out the door. She arrived at the restaurant at 5:30 p.m. and grabbed a table. She drank coffee while trying to read a novel but couldn’t keep her mind on the story. Finally, Nikki breezed into the restaurant in a long, blue patterned dress.

“Oh, I like this,” Belle said, gesturing at the dress. “It’s new?”

Nikki smiled. “It is. I’m pleased it meets your approval, Ms Fashionista! I got it in the end-of-summer sales to meet Jason’s parents. I’m taking advantage of the last few warm days to wear it.”

“Oh, shit, that was today? Meeting Jason’s parents?” Belle had been so preoccupied with her own drama she’d completely forgotten that Nikki was meeting her boyfriend’s parents for a family lunch. “How did it go?”

“Really good. They seemed to really like me.”

“How could they not?” Belle always joked with Nikki about her confidence.

“Well, yeah. How could they not?” Nikki smiled. “No, in all seriousness, they were friendly, happy, and lunch was good. I haven’t scared Jason off.”

“That’s fabulous. Remember that time with Stefan? When you met his parents?”

Nikki and Belle had been friends since high school, so Nikki had been by Belle’s side throughout her entire relationship with Tash, and Belle had been there for all the ups and downs of Nikki’s relationships. Stefan’s parents hadn’t liked Nikki from day one of their short-lived relationship, because they still held a torch for Stefan’s ex, Dora. Interestingly, Stefan ended up marrying Dora, they heard along the grapevine.

Nikki raised her eyebrows. “I think that goes down in history as the ultimate bad parents’ reaction. I don’t think any parents would ever be so bad to a new partner.”

“You never know. But I’m pleased that Jason’s parents loved you.”

“So, the food and company is great, but what was with the urgent catch up? Sunday night, Jase and I were planning a night in watching TV and making mad passionate love to one another.”

Belle cringed. “Okay, okay. Enough’s enough.” She laughed and threw a piece of garlic bread at her friend. “But I am sorry, I didn’t even think. You were with me last night too.”

“I know. Jason will think we have a thing.”

Belle knew Nikki was joking. The idea was ludicrous. “Anyway, Tash came over today, and she wanted to talk about the embryos.” Belle explained the whole thing—about Tash and Emily planning to have another child, about the donor, and finally, about Tash’s plans with the embryos.

Nikki was clearly shocked. “Have you thought about a third child?” she asked tentatively.

“Of course I have. You know, when I was with Tash, it was all I wanted, to be honest. I thought that we’d be starting just around the time that Tash ended things. And then after we broke up, I spent so long focused on just being a mum that I figured one more wouldn’t hurt. I wasn’t dating, but I thought, well, at least I don’t have to date to be a single mum. I can just get the embryo transferred, and boom. But I was worried it would have me so tied to Tash, by using our embryos. I was worried she wouldn’t say I could. So I didn’t do it.”

“And now she’s given you that on a platter?”

“She has…”

“What will you do?”

“It’s like… It feels like…that ship’s sailed. I feel like…there will always be a part of me that wondered what if, but I’ve now moved on. I think, anyway. My career is doing well; the girls are getting more independent. I know that sounds crazy, at five and four. But this morning I slept in until nine. Can I really go back to the baby days? Or maybe I can, but do I really want to? And full time, on my own, with no partner? I’d have to really want it to make such a drastic decision. I just don’t know if I do anymore.”

Nikki looked closely at her friend. “You know, I could help you. I could hang out with you. I could visit, babysit. I wouldn’t be a co-parent, but I’d be there for you.”

“Thank you. And I really appreciate it, but it’s not the same as having someone there.”

“Well, we could even move in together? It’d still be your child, but I could be on hand to help out any time.”

“Which would be great, I’d love that, and I love you for offering, but what if you and Jason want to move in together some time? It’s not fair on you to have you in wait with me so I can live out my dream. Plus, it’d be like a pseudo-relationship, and I can’t do that to either of us.”

“Back up, though—dream. You said, ‘so I can live out my dream.’ I really think you need to do it, Belle.”

Belle looked into the distance as she thought about the advice Nikki was giving her. “I don’t think I do. But I think I want to donate the embryos.” The idea just popped into her head as they were talking, and it surprised Belle almost as much as it surprised Nikki.

“Oh. Wow,” Nikki said, her surprise evident. “Have you thought about it all? Are you certain? And do you need to talk to Tash?”

“I don’t think I need to talk to Tash. She said she’s happy for me to make the call. But I need to think over the implications for the girls, I suppose. I guess I just need to spend some time mulling it over. Truth is, I haven’t thought about it, really, until now.”

“Maybe it’s too soon to make any calls then.”

Belle agreed. She knew she would absolutely pay the bill for the April renewal, giving her twelve months to make a decision, but she also knew she couldn’t leave this hanging over her head for twelve months.

Belle and Nikki kept eating and laughing over silly chatter; then they parted ways, with Nikki excited to return to Jason’s house, and Belle returning to her empty home. She’d left the TV on, something she often did as she went out, just for a bit of comfort when she returned home. She still didn’t love arriving home to an empty house. And despite this, she actually enjoyed living alone, something she’d never done before, moving from her parents’ house into a share house with Tash and eventually buying their first home together. It was like two worlds—one week, the girls filled the house, making it chaotic, and Belle wished for quiet. Then, when the girls were with Tash, she pined for their constant chatter. She tried to be happy with the present, but Belle was always wondering how she ended up here. When she’d met Tash, she’d thought it would be the two of them against the world, forever more.


Chapter Three

THE INCIDENT THAT got her and Tash together was possibly one of the most mortifying incidents in her life. Belle was at a school dance, watching all her friends trying to catch the eye of all the boys and dancing moves that raised even her own eyebrows. Belle went to the bathroom and was brushing down her clothes when Jenny, a girl from her science class, came out of the cubicle. They began talking and eventually walked out to a quiet garden area, still talking about the dance and all the girls fussing over the boys. Belle admitted she wasn’t interested in the boys, and Jenny asked Belle if she was interested in girls. Belle had just come out to herself and wondered if Jenny was potentially interested. She’d confessed to Jenny that, yes, she was interested in girls—something she hadn’t even told Nikki at that point. Jenny had looked horrified and responded, “I actually thought you would have said no to that. I’ve never known a lesbian before.” To her credit, Jenny talked to Belle for a little longer, but after a few minutes, they returned to the dance and went their separate ways.

On Monday, however, the news had spread that Belle was a lesbian. Nikki was the one to break the news to Belle, confronting her in complete disbelief. At lunchtime, things got worse, when a group of girls taunted her and called her names. Belle had never been one to draw attention to herself and was mortified that her sexuality was being so publicly discussed while she was still coming to terms with it. She was angry with Jenny, but later discovered Jenny had only told one person and the rumour had spread like wildfire from there.

Tash, the school’s vice captain, two grades above Belle, heard the commotion and strode over to the group of girls surrounding Belle.

“What’s going on?” Tash asked. Many of the girls backed away, but a few remained and whispered to Tash that Belle was a lesbian. Belle was mortified and panicked that she was being dobbed into a school captain. She put her head into her hands, buying herself some time before she had to meet the eyes of the school leader. The older girl trying to sort things out.

When she finally looked up, she realised Tash had sent the girls on their way and sorted out all their drama. Belle was mortified. “I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry you had to come and fix that, and I promise you I’ve never done anything lesbian and certainly never will while I’m at school.”

Tash nodded, her blonde ponytail swishing. “None of my business,” Tash said, matter-of-fact. “That’s your business, and your business only.”

Belle was still anxious, but gave her a small, grateful smile. “Thanks.”

“I’m a little worried about you, though,” Tash said, which surprised Belle. “That must have been really hard to experience.”

Belle nodded awkwardly, finding herself opening up to this girl she had never talked to. “Well, I’m certainly not excited about coming to school again tomorrow, or, you know, the next two and a half years!”

“You’ll be okay. Maybe it would be worth getting some counselling.”

Belle raised her eyebrows. “I’m sure the nuns would love to hear about that.” She knew she was blushing. “I’ll be okay. I’m sure there are plenty of other gay girls at this school.” Belle gestured around the playground.

“Oh, there are,” Tash said with certainty.

When Belle and Tash told this story for the years to come, at various dinner parties or even just amongst themselves, as couples always do, Belle always wondered how she hadn’t picked up Tash’s loaded tone. The way Tash would eventually tell the story, this conversation was laden with flirtation and inuendo that Belle had totally missed; however, Belle was sure Tash had been just as anxious herself.

Over the next few weeks, the two of them became friends, starting with Tash taking Belle out for the occasional milkshake to talk things through. Tash had said to Belle that if she wasn’t going to see a counsellor, they’d at least have a regular milkshake to chat. It wasn’t until a few weeks later that Tash finally confessed to Belle that she, too, was gay. She had everything to lose, though, in her mind, and so no one knew—not her parents, nor any of her family members, and certainly not any of her classmates at school. As the school’s vice captain, she didn’t want to be the topic of discussion—she wanted a clean slate.

Furthermore, Tash was finishing school and heading into law school the following year—all going to plan that was, which for Tash always seemed to happen. For seventeen-year-old Tash, the stakes seemed too high, and so she wasn’t going to do anything to jeopardise her future, or her image at her school. That was more important than her heart, she’d decided. She wouldn’t ruin it on a whim. At least, that was the plan, but over numerous milkshake dates, eventually hanging out at one another’s houses, and even the odd sleepover, Belle and Tash became so important to one another that it felt so natural when Tash embraced Belle one evening, and they finally shared their first kiss. It wasn’t just their first kiss together; it was their first kiss ever.

Belle couldn’t wipe the grin off her face for weeks. She couldn’t believe that someone so pulled together and smart was interested in her. She couldn’t believe that Natasha Maree Evans was her girlfriend! Tash seemed just as happy, if not a little more low-key about things. They were both delighted, and the two of them spent every minute possible together. With Tash’s permission, they eventually told Nikki who was relieved that Belle hadn’t just found a best friend to replace her.

Despite taking the plunge on a relationship, Tash’s plan still did come to fruition, and she went to university to study law, while Belle finished high school. Eventually Belle joined Tash at university, studying events management and fashion, and they moved into a large share house with Nikki and two guys from Tash’s law school. That house had a bit of a rotating door, though, with people coming and going—Tash, Belle, and Nikki always remaining.

Tash graduated a year before Belle and became a graduate lawyer at some large firm in the city. Belle worked all through her studies in fashion stores and eventually got a full-time job coordinating various fashion parades and managing a small chain of stores. When Belle got her full-time job, Tash and Belle rented an apartment together—their first ever “couple” home. A year later they bought a different apartment in the same block—their first real home—and celebrated by throwing a civilised housewarming party, feeling very grown up.

By the time she was twenty-four, Belle was employed full time as an event manager for a slightly larger chain, and Tash, twenty-six, was exhausted by her busy law career. One night, Tash came home at eight, scoffed down the dinner that Belle had cooked, and said, “Let’s go and live in London!”

“London?” Belle had asked. This seemed so out of the blue.

“Why not? Every Australian eventually spends time in the UK. I’m nearly thirty. Life is passing me by! And look, I get home at eight o’clock!”

Belle pondered the idea. International experience would be beneficial for someone working in fashion, and so they rented their apartment out, packed their things in storage, and said farewell to their families and friends.

Belle and Tash had a ball in London, and eventually New York when the company Belle was working for expanded over there. The experience was excellent for her career but probably made little difference to Tash’s. Tash didn’t care about that—she was hardworking but seemed a little burnt out. She was no longer particularly ambitious. Her legal career had jaded her a bit and she just wanted to do the “right thing,” rather than necessarily work harder to succeed quickly. Belle, on the other hand, was feeling inspired in her field, so climbing the ladder was now Belle’s goal. By then, Tash had caught the travel bug and was thrilled to be able to spend her weekends flitting off to Ireland or the Netherlands when they were in London, and to DC or even Canada when they were in New York. They didn’t go home once in their five years overseas—something which wasn’t particularly popular with their families—but Belle and Tash were having far too much fun and enjoying one another’s company so much that they never felt lonely.

They managed to talk to their families through Skype and WhatsApp regularly enough, and at the end of their five years, they reluctantly packed up to return home to their apartment. Tash in particular felt down about returning home but was also ready to leave the US. She needed something to look forward to, she had said. Belle suggested attending concerts, weekends away, or maybe planning a cruise, but nothing seemed to hit the spot for Tash.

Suddenly, Tash suggested they start a family. Again, Belle was surprised, but she’d learnt enough about Tash over the years to understand that Tash did get a bit directionless and flat if she didn’t have something energising her. Besides, they’d been together such a long time, and Belle was twenty-nine and Tash had just turned thirty-one. Maybe it was time to settle down, back home in Australia, and start a family. They agreed that their apartment wouldn’t be suitable, so made a decision to buy a house when they got back to Brisbane.

They returned home to the excited embraces from their families, and moved in with Tash’s family for a few months while house hunting. They finally purchased a five-bedroom, two-bathroom house, that stretched them to their limits, but left just enough to pay for the fertility treatment they planned. Tash had done all the sums—as spontaneous as she was to make decisions, she was the planner of the two of them and left nothing to chance. Through all of this, they’d never discussed who would carry the baby, and Belle assumed that Tash might want to, given her age, but when they finally got around to the conversation, Tash said she wanted a “mini Belle” and would prefer to not carry herself. Belle was secretly delighted, and they commenced the series of required medical appointments.

On the day of the egg retrieval, the fertility specialist had said he was hoping to get ten eggs, based on the scans. When Belle woke from the sedation and saw the number fifteen written on her hand, she was even more delighted. Fifteen eggs gave them many more chances. With fifteen eggs, they’d definitely get a baby, Belle thought.

The fertility specialists worked their magic, mixing the fifteen eggs with the magic sperm the couple had shipped in from the clinic. Tash had spent many nights looking for a donor. It was Belle’s request that Tash select the donor, since they were using Belle’s eggs. Eventually, Tash provided Belle with the donor codes of three men, and Belle had to make the final decision out of the three. She opted for a blonde-haired, blue-eyed donor, to match Tash’s appearance, and he happened to be a law student, selected for obvious reasons. Tash was thrilled with Belle’s choice, and the two of them proceeded, never once imagining that life wouldn’t work out happy ever after—at least, as far as Belle was concerned.

First, only thirteen eggs fertilised, and the clinic told them this was very good news. Belle wasn’t worried; it only took one embryo to produce a baby.

The first cycle didn’t work, though.

Belle and Tash came crashing down. Everything pretty much went to plan for the two of them, and so to have a hiccup caused them so much grief. Belle tried to be optimistic. They’d try again two months later. Two months later, though, and they got yet another phone call telling them that Belle wasn’t pregnant. A lot of tears, a lot of emotions, a lot of stress and tension. They tried three more times. Belle suggested they try to get Tash pregnant, but Tash asked Belle to try six goes. The IVF was causing Belle to get so emotional, which was unlike her, and she was resenting Tash getting on with her normal life. Eventually on the sixth attempt, the doctor suggested they transfer two embryos. Somehow that worked. They finally received the phone call that had them in tears of joy, rather than tears of sadness. Pregnant!
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