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      “Breathe, Brandy, breathe.”

      Weston’s voice came from the side of the hospital bed where I lay propped up, knees bent to accommodate Dr. Farney checking to see how far my cervix had dilated.

      Gritting my teeth, eyes shut, I inhaled through my nose. The pungent odor of sweat wafted through my nostrils. I imagined the crest of a deep-blue wave curling over, white foam churning, crashing down, wave after wave speeding toward the edge of a sandy beach.

      But I couldn’t take in a full breath. I opened my mouth, tried sucking in air, lungs on fire, the pain like a serrated knife to my belly, hands flailing, slapping the sides of the bed to get Weston’s attention.

      “She can’t breathe.” I could hear the panic in his voice. He was scared. So was I. Is this how a first delivery is supposed to go?

      Dr. Farney’s voice tore through the delivery room. “The baby’s heart rate is slowing.”

      A plastic mask lowered over my mouth and nose, and a steady flow of oxygen began pouring through. I shifted my gaze to the right. Weston’s eyes were riveted on my lower body, his brows dipped down, mouth set in a tight line.

      “What’s wrong?” I shouted, my voice muffled beneath the mask.

      Weston leaned down, his body blocking the glare of the overhead lights. “Take deep breaths. They’re using forceps to get the baby out.” He gripped my hand and squeezed then edged toward the foot of the bed. “Doctor, is the baby okay?”

      “Umbilical cord’s wrapped around her neck. She’s twisted in the birth canal.” Dr. Farney’s voice sounded achingly calm.

      Wrapped around her neck… twisted in the birth canal… My baby girl had been due in early June, but she was being born three weeks early. However, Dr. Farney had urged us not to worry.

      The pain was beyond bad. It was excruciating. Suddenly the pressure in my groin subsided. I inhaled one deep breath, then another, and my lower body deflated like a leaky tire.

      “The baby’s not… She’s not breathing,” Weston whispered.

      A deafening silence splintered through the room.

      I tugged on Weston’s hand. He twisted his head in my direction, tears glistening along his lower lashes.

      My mind registered the screams, but my ears heard only the wild thumping of my heart as flecks of black clouded my vision.
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      Weston opened the front door of our house on Lauren Drive just a few blocks away from the hospital and I stepped through the threshold. Every chair, each pillow in the front room looked as if it had been reupholstered in drab, lifeless material. Walls, knickknacks, rugs took on an alien quality. I was seeing them for the first time with a new pair of eyes, filtered through a veil of tragedy and disappointment.

      I sat on the couch, squinting out the window. Tiny sparrows flitted between the branches of the oak trees in our front yard. The warmer than average May weather had wilted the white petunias and pink geraniums cascading over the sides of the hanging baskets on the front porch. I’d have to water them soon.

      Maybe if I closed my eyes when I awakened all of this would not have happened. Resting my hands on my stomach, I felt the place where she’d lived for nine months. Now only a small bulge remained which would be gone in a month or two. There was no baby inside of me. There was no baby outside of me. There was no baby, period.

      Unable to give birth to a healthy baby, I couldn’t give my husband the child we’d been waiting for, for nine long months. On the other side of the room my mother’s gilt-edged mirror reflected an image—a woman with an empty womb, a black void for a uterus. My body had betrayed me.

      Weston sat next to me and I reached out and grasped his wrist. “Remember the night she was conceived?”

      He bent his head, shaking it from side to side. “Don’t do this, Brandy.”

      “We were living in San Francisco. We made love on the deck. You could see the full moon—like a huge medallion, hanging by an invisible chain over Alcatraz.”

      “Never saw it look that way before,” he whispered then walked over to the window and stood, his back facing me.

      “I thought it was a sign… a good sign… like an omen, you know?”

      He turned back around, his lips set in a tight line. “I’ll get you some breakfast.”

      He walked into the hallway, his steps sluggish. He brought in a tray with dry toast, juice and coffee and placed it on the table in front of the couch then sat down next to me. “I know you’re devastated you lost the baby, honey, but we can⁠—”

      My knee caught the edge of the breakfast tray as I stood up, food toppling onto the floor. Gritting my teeth so hard my temples throbbed, I glared down at him. “Don’t you dare.”

      His jaw dropped open, eyes wide. “What the… ? What do you mean?”

      “You know damn well what I mean.” My bottom lip quivered, tears coursed down my cheeks. “You were going to tell me we can have another baby, weren’t you?” His silence was my answer but I needed to hear the words. “Weren’t you?” I yelled, droplets of spit flying from my lips.

      He glanced down at his hands then up at me. “Yes,” he muttered, his face a mask of hurt and pain. “Does that make me some kind of monster?”

      In my heart, the truth was just the opposite. I was the monster. My body had given birth to a dead baby. Something inside me had killed her. Weston had done nothing wrong. But I had. Sometime during my pregnancy I’d messed up, and now I’d have to live with that knowledge. Forever.

      Desperate for sleep, I trudged up the stairs, hoping to wake up and discover my world hadn’t come crashing down around me. But at three a.m. my mind stirred. Cradling my abdomen with both hands, I missed the feel of Christine’s nighttime punches and kicks. Slumping down under the comforter, I turned onto my side and prayed slumber would overtake me. A single star appeared behind my closed eyelids and I mouthed a wish that I’d never wake up.

      But I did wake up, and lay staring at the window, mesmerized by the sun’s rays that highlighted thousands of tiny dust motes fluttering near the curtains. Nothing mattered. I couldn’t imagine making the effort to leave my bed, get dressed, walk downstairs, fix a meal. They all seemed like unimaginably complex and exhausting tasks.

      At some point, Weston entered the bedroom and laid a hand on my shoulder. “Honey, would you listen to me for a second?”

      I turned onto my back and stared at him, knowing if I opened my mouth I’d cry a ceaseless ocean of wasted emotion. Not one tear, or a million tears, would bring her back.

      “We both lost Christine, honey, and I’m sad too. You’ve got to get up, take a walk, start writing again, whatever.” He knelt beside the bed and covered my hand with his. “Do this for yourself, Brandy. Or do it for me.”

      Scenes in the hospital played over and over, my mind spinning like a DVD player. If I said anything, it would have to be about my daughter dying before I had a chance to hold her.

      “I’m sorry for getting angry with you,” I mumbled. Weston’s face shimmered back at me, tears veiling my vision. “It’s just… my heart’s been ripped out, and what do I have to replace it? What am I going to do?”

      He lay down on the bed, facing me. “We lost our daughter. You have every right to break down, fall apart, do whatever you need to, babe.” He wrapped a stray piece of hair around my ear and gently rubbed the back of his hand down my cheek. “I’m here for you, whenever you need me.”

      I sat up and leaned back against the pillows, staring at the far wall. “I have a follow-up appointment with the doctor in a month. I’ll talk to her about it.”

      He sat up, gave me a chaste kiss then wrapped me in his arms. “It’ll take time. We’ll never forget what happened and we’ll always remember Christine. She won’t be here with us, but we can be happy again.”

      I squinched my eyes shut tight, trying to turn off the never-ending videotape of the recent past. He’d never know what it felt like to lose a child that had lived inside your body all those months. Maybe we’d both feel better soon. I just prayed what I’d feel someday would be an emotion other than loss.
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      The following morning at the breakfast table Weston’s barely audible voice broke the silence in the kitchen. “Brandy?”

      I glanced at him over the mug cradled in my hands. “Uh-huh?”

      “I talked with the funeral director yesterday. I told him I’d call him back about our plans⁠—”

      “Christine’s burial,” I said, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      He nodded. “Your parents passed away. My mom’s in the care facility in Chicago. We don’t have any close relatives. There’s our friends in San Francisco, and a few in the neighborhood like Cecilia and Perry, some guys at work but… I don’t know. How do you feel about a private service. Just you and me.”

      I closed my eyes, rubbed my forehead with my fingertips, tried to wrap my head around the inevitable. I’d pushed this subject to the back of my mind, not wanting to ever deal with it. “I want our baby to have a home where I can visit her. That’s the most important thing. The rest of it”—I waved my hand—“the funeral service with guests, a reception afterward… I couldn’t handle it, Weston.” My chest tightened. It felt as if a bag of stones had been laid on top of my stomach. I couldn’t imagine ever feeling unemotional when it came to talking about the death of my child.

      Weston walked around to my side of the table and put his arms around my shoulders, bringing me in close. I laid my head on his solid chest. “Whatever you want, Brandy. I can’t imagine being social right now either. If people ask, we’ll tell them we decided to keep it just for you and me. They can send a card instead… or make a donation.”

      I nodded, rubbing my face against the soft flannel of his shirt, feeling raw inside. Talking about the burial of my baby was like poking a stiletto into my heart.

      He rubbed my back with his splayed hand, his warmth seeping through me, relaxing the muscles running down the sides of my spine. “I’ll call Mr. Peralta,” he said. “He owns the funeral home over on Everett Street. You know the one I’m talking about.”

      I pulled back and looked up at him. “You’ll take care of it then?”

      “I’ll handle it,” he said then kissed my forehead.

      Three days later we were standing at the edge of a hole in the ground at Holy Sepulcher Cemetery in Hayward, the silence so thick, the insides of my ears buzzed like a distant swarm of angry bees. Mr. Peralta and another gentleman stood off to the side while Weston and I held hands next to a tiny casket.

      Weston had chosen a simple mahogany box with gold handles, a bouquet of white lilies graced the top of the small box. I knelt down and laid a kiss on the smooth wood then wiped off the tears that had fallen on top. Weston joined me, placing a single red rose in the middle of the lilies.

      He helped me up and we stood side-by-side in silence, my guilt over her death like a stone in my empty belly. I missed everything I’d dreamed would be happening right now, yearned for all that could have been.

      Weston nodded at the man standing next to Mr. Peralta and our baby was slowly lowered into the gaping maw. She reached the bottom, and a bird landed on the rich brown dirt piled next to the grave. It pecked around, chirping a little song then flew off—as if saying goodbye. My heart squeezed inside my chest.

      I picked up a small handful of soft dirt. “Goodbye, Christine,” I whispered, throwing it on top of her casket.

      Weston wrapped his arm around my waist and pulled me in close to his side. Why her? Why my baby? Was this supposed to make sense? And, if so, to whom?

      We drove home in silence. No words existed to express my grief.
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      Weston had time off under the Family and Medical Leave Act but by Sunday, I could tell he was bored. I opened my MacBook to the novel I was writing, hoping to take my mind off the relentless thoughts of the funeral. I glanced over at Weston but the newspaper hid his face. One foot lay crossed over his knee and it jittered up and down.

      “I think you should call your supervisor, West. Tell him you’ll return to work.”

      He lowered the paper, his eyebrows arched. “The new bridge span will get built whether I’m there or not, Brandy. You shouldn’t worry about it.”

      “I’m not worried about the San Francisco Bay Bridge, West,” I said, shaking my head. “You’ve only had this job since January. That’s six months. I know legally you can take off six weeks but I don’t need you to stay home with me.”

      He folded the newspaper back to its perfectly creased square and laid it on the table. “I talked to Cecilia and Perry. She said to call her if you need anything.”

      I smiled. “She’s right next door and since she works from home, she’s always there. And I’m getting back into the groove of writing. There’s no need for you to sit at home and watch me type, West.”

      He got out of his chair and sat down next to me on the couch. “If you’re absolutely sure,” he said, tilting his head, his deep brown eyes meeting mine. “What about your appointment with Dr. Farney?”

      “I’m perfectly capable of driving myself. Really,” I insisted.

      He crooked one eyebrow upward and I could tell he wasn’t buying it. I smiled to reassure him I wasn’t lying—at least not completely anyway. Physically, I was getting better every day, but I was having a tough time concentrating on writing—a bad sign. Writing had always been my great escape, but now… not so much.

      However, Weston was battling his own depression over our loss, and didn’t need to add me to his plate of sorrow and worry. What he needed was to get back on the job to take his mind off the death of our baby.

      So, at the end of May, two weeks after we laid Christine to rest, Weston returned to work, and I went back to my novel. I’d just sat down with my MacBook, opened to the same page I’d been looking at since last weekend, when the phone rang.

      “Hi, Brandy.” It was Cecilia. “Can I bring over some hot blueberry muffins? They’re right out of the oven and taste great with coffee. And they go perfectly with a friend who cares about you.”

      I still felt raw from losing the baby, more comfortable cocooning in my own little world inside the house. But Cecilia had offered me her friendship, and I suddenly realized how much I needed that closeness.

      “Sounds great,” I answered. “I’ll make us both a latte.”

      Within minutes, the doorbell chimed. Cecilia stood on the front doorstep, a basket draped with a red-checkered napkin cradled in her arms. “Hey, you.” She smiled. “How’re you doing, hon?”

      I gestured her inside, leading the way into the kitchen where she pulled out a chair at the table and swept back her long black hair as she sat down. Her bright, emerald eyes glanced out the window to the back yard. A wet April had brought a profusion of flowers in May with budding roses, and the lawn was lush and green.

      “You look tired, Brandy,” she said, frowning. “And you’ve lost a lot of weight.”

      Setting our coffees down on the table, I pulled up a chair across from her. “Well, yeah, I’m not pregnant anymore.”

      She reached across the table, taking my hand in hers. “How are you really doing?”

      I stared into my coffee cup. “Truth?”

      “Of course I want the truth, Bran.”

      I glanced up at her through the curtain of my bangs. “I’m a mess. I can’t sleep. I barely eat anything.”

      She squeezed my hand gently. “Don’t expect too much too soon. You’ve just lost your child. Your first baby.”

      “If I tell you something, promise me you’ll⁠—”

      “There’s nothing you can’t tell me, sweetie. I promise not to reveal what you say to anyone.”

      “Something’s wrong with me.” I bit my lower lip, felt the pain of my teeth digging into the tender skin.

      Her eyebrows dipped down into a vee. “You mean something physical?”

      “No, nothing like that. It’s just… I don’t even know how to explain this, to myself or anyone else.”

      She smiled, tentatively. “I won’t judge you.”

      “I’m having these… weird feelings. I get pregnant, carry my baby to almost full-term and she dies. But Dr. Farney had told us not to worry about giving birth a few weeks short of her due date. Now all that hope and emotion and love. For what? She’s dead before I have a chance to experience her.” I pounded my fist on the table. “I did everything right, Cecilia. I ate the right foods, I exercised, I wasn’t stressed out, the baby appeared perfectly developed…”

      Cecilia leaned back in her chair. “Of course you’ll be depressed, Brandy.”

      “I’m not finished.” I took a deep breath, felt the tears sliding over the edges of my eyelids, down my cheeks. “I guess I blame myself for her death… no, make that I definitely blame myself for her death. Something went wrong inside me, in my body that caused this to happen. Weston and I don’t have our child because of me!”

      Her lips set in a tight line. “Have you talked to Dr. Farney about this?”

      “My appointment is scheduled for one month after… after delivery, in a couple of weeks,” I stumbled.

      “Have you told Weston?”

      “I mentioned it one time in the hospital. He didn’t agree with me, but what did I expect? ‘Yeah, Bran, I blame you for our daughter’s death and I think you’re a terrible person for allowing this to happen.’ I know he feels that way, but he’ll never admit it.” I swiped the tears from my cheeks with my fingertips.

      “I don’t believe that for a second.” She covered my hand with hers. “I doubt he blames you for your daughter’s death.”

      I looked at her sheepishly. “That’s not the only thing going on.”

      Her eyebrows flicked up, her lips puckered as she chewed the inside of her lip, waiting for my explanation.

      “Every time he touches me I have this…” I searched for the right words, needing her to understand.

      “You have this what?” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “I’d call it a vision but I never actually saw it happen, so⁠—”

      She squinted at me, looking confused.

      After one deep, shuddering breath, having never said the actual words to anyone before, I muttered, “In my mind I see a baby… my baby, her face swollen and purple. She’s struggling to breathe and I can’t help her.” I covered my face with my hands. “Weston’s been very patient and understanding but⁠—”

      “He doesn’t expect you to have sex already, does he?”

      “Well, Dr. Farney said as soon as the bleeding or spotting ceases we can make love. And it has… But these pictures I see in my mind, Cecilia…”

      “Did you talk to a grief counselor before you left the hospital?”

      I looked over at her, my face wet from crying. “A woman stopped by before I was discharged but I didn’t want to talk about it. And Weston has that typical macho attitude, he’d never spill his guts to a counselor.”

      “But what about you? If Weston won’t go, that doesn’t mean you can’t.”

      “I read the pamphlet—the stages of grief and all that? Fits me to a tee. I’m angry and depressed. But most women have a baby to show for their pain. God, I’m so confused right now. I just wish I didn’t feel this way. I’m hoping it’ll pass. Weston deserves better than a wife who can’t give him the baby he so desperately wants, who doesn’t want him to get near her because she has visions of her baby dying every time he touches her.”

      “You should at least talk to Dr. Farney about this.”

      I dabbed at my eyes with a napkin then grabbed a muffin from the basket and placed it on my plate. “I will… at my next appointment. I’ll discuss it with her then. Maybe I’m a candidate for drug therapy. You know, for postpartum depression?” I shrugged. “One suggestion was exercise.”

      “You used to jog. You could try that again.”

      “Endorphins, right? I saw something about that on the Dr. Oz show.” I paused, contemplated taking a bite of muffin, then decided I couldn’t swallow anything right now. “I can’t go on like this, Cecilia. I’m determined to wrench myself out of this.”

      “At least you’re not accepting it as the status quo,” she said, patting my arm. “You’ve decided to do something about it. Give yourself points for trying.”

      “Thanks for bringing these over, Cece. The way to a friend’s heart is through her stomach ya know.”

      “I’ve gotta go.” She smiled and tilted her head. “Will you be all right here alone?”

      “I’m writing again but I get so distracted, thinking about what might have been.” My eyes started watering, emotion overtaking me again. “I have to be so disciplined when I’m working. No one will write my book for me. I’ve got to get back into a routine.”

      She stood up, leaned over, and gave me a hug. “Hey, you’ve got a plan, Brandy. You’ll talk to the doctor, start running again. I bet pretty soon you’ll be feeling back to normal.”

      I gave her a weak smile. “I hope so,” I said then walked her to the door.

      “If you need anything,” she insisted then gave me a wave and walked next door.

      What I needed was to get back to work. I refused to wallow in despair. Life really did go on. And I had to learn to accept that.
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      After Dr. Farney examined me, she tore off the sanitary gloves, and leaned back against the counter. “I’m sorry about your baby, Brandy.” I nodded with a grimace for a smile. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m a writer, Doctor. I spend the majority of my time alone in the house, and I’m haunted day and night with thoughts about my baby’s death. It’s overwhelming.”

      She rolled the stool over and sat down, her brows furrowed. “Are you getting out of the house, at least for a little while each day?”

      “I planned to start jogging but I wanted to see you first. If you say it’s okay—” She nodded. “I read the pamphlets the social worker gave me about losing a child and also those from your office on postpartum depression.”

      “Did you see a counselor?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t want to rehash the whole experience over and over again, Dr. Farney. According to what I read, I’m following the grief timeline—first denial then anger, bargaining, depression and finally acceptance. I’m trying to accept it. That’s the last stage.”

      “Have you had any suicidal thoughts?”

      I shook my head. “No, never.”

      “Trouble concentrating?”

      I shrugged. “I just started writing again. I suppose it’ll take a while, though.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to be feeling completely well, Brandy. It’s been,” she looked at my chart, “about four weeks. That’s not a lot of time. Your depression won’t disappear overnight.” She paused. “How about Weston? How’s he doing?”

      “He’s okay. I think he’s dealing with it the only way he knows how. He doesn’t like to talk about it but I can see it in his eyes. He gets this blank look. He tries to be supportive and loving but—” I stared down at my folded hands, feeling a hot blush crawl up my neck to my face.

      “But what?” she urged.

      “I don’t want him to touch me,” I mumbled. “Every time he holds me or kisses me I get these visions of my dead baby.” I took a trembling breath and continued, “I’m scared for him to touch me because the visions are so realistic, it frightens me.” Tears edged toward my eyelids and I tried blinking them away. I didn’t want her pity. I needed her advice.

      I glanced at her, trying not to cry, but it was useless. The tears dripped onto the blue paper gown laid across my lap.

      She placed her hand over mine and looked in my eyes. “We could try antidepressants, Brandy, but I’m hesitant to do that given the fact what you’re experiencing right now is to be expected. You lost your baby. And you carried her almost to full term. That’s devastating for any woman. And being intimate in any way will naturally bring up thoughts of procreation, and thus the fears surrounding her death.” She tapped her chin with her pen. “Let’s hold off for right now. See how you’re doing in a few weeks. Make an appointment and we’ll talk then. Perhaps you’ll feel differently about talking to a counselor.”

      She patted my shoulder and left the room.

      I dreaded going home, knowing what awaited me—an empty house, my laptop with a partially completed manuscript, and a fully decorated nursery awaiting an infant. I’d have to put everything in boxes and store them in the attic. I could ask Weston to do it but I felt so guilty about losing Christine I could barely look him in the eye.

      He’d arrive home for dinner soon, we’d sit together on the couch and watch a little television, and inevitably our holding hands would lead to a few kisses which would segue into another of my explanations. I could not continue shunning his advances forever.

      At the same time, I felt the tug of my novel. I hadn’t written but a few pages since coming home from the hospital and I wanted more of the story completed before the inevitable call from my agent.

      So I drove home and had just settled on the couch with my MacBook when the doorbell rang. I peeked through the curtains and saw a truck, sides plastered with pictures of flowers of all types, sizes, and colors.

      When I opened the front door, I could barely see the person cradling a large bouquet of pink roses. A young man bent his head around to the side and held the flowers out in front of him.

      “Brandy Chambers?”

      “That would be me.”

      “Lucky lady.” He handed me the bouquet.

      I thanked him and he took off running down the pathway toward his truck. I set the vase on top of the coffee table in the front room. A card jutted out of the top of the bouquet and I thumbed it open. It was Weston’s handwriting: “We’ll both feel better soon. Hope these make you smile. Think of me when you look at them. I love you.”

      I fondled the pink petals with my fingers, wishing I’d feel something besides guilt and grief. I certainly didn’t feel romantic. But this was a temporary state. Worrying about ‘when’ instead of ‘if’ my depression would disappear was a better way to view my mental status.

      After completing one chapter of my book, I smiled to myself, closed my laptop, and went to the kitchen to start dinner before Weston got home from work. I’d just put a casserole in the oven when he phoned, telling me he and James were in a meeting with the “big boys” and he’d be home after it ended. I was watching TV when he returned at ten o’clock.

      I grabbed the remote and pushed the mute button. “How did the meeting go?”

      He stood in the foyer a second before joining me and my eyes took in the full picture. He was a handsome man, full dark mustache gracing a wide mouth, straight even teeth, a tiny strip of hair ran from the middle of his bottom lip downward toward a sexy cleft in his chin, thick straight eyebrows hovered above chocolate brown eyes, slim nose, high cheekbones. And his smile was “to die for” lighting up his entire face with a grin that used to melt my heart. In the past, just looking at him would turn me on. But now I felt nothing and wondered for the hundredth time when I would feel normal again.

      And no matter what clothes he wore, he always filled them out like a bodybuilder, full chest muscles, thick biceps, steel thighs. He loved working out at the gym, and it showed in how physically fit he was. He was a big guy. When he walked into a room, it filled with his presence.

      Sitting down beside me, he took a deep breath. “They want me to travel to the East Coast to help with the initial building phase on a bridge in the New York area. There aren’t a lot of people who know how to run a job this size. I told ’em I’d have to talk to you first, but they need an answer as soon as possible.”

      “Do you want to go?”

      “It’ll mean a huge raise while I’m there, and they promised to pay me the same after I come back.”

      “How long would you be gone?”

      His eyebrows dipped down, his lips set in a straight line. “That’s what bothers me. I’d be gone for four or five months. I don’t feel right leaving you here all alone. It may not be the best idea.” He paused and then slapped his knee with the palm of his hand. “I forgot. How did your appointment go with the doctor?”

      “She said it’s too early to treat my depression with drugs, that it’s natural to feel this way after losing a child at birth, and I shouldn’t expect too much too soon. She wants to see me in a few weeks to re-evaluate.”

      He shook his head and leaned back on the couch. “I shouldn’t leave you, Brandy. It’s too early.”

      “I could go with you.”

      “You probably could, honey, but you’d be sitting in a hotel room all day. They said I should expect to work pretty long hours. Six in the morning until seven at night. You hate hotels.”

      “You’re right.” I paused, thinking. “I’d feel more comfortable staying home where I can do my own thing. I really want to finish this draft and hand it over to Brent. He’s given me a lot of latitude already because of… everything.”

      He shook his head. “Still. I’m not sure it’s wise, Brandy, you being alone for months after what you’ve just gone through. And I wanted to… you know… get the nursery taken care of, put everything in the attic.”

      “I’ll do it, West.” I knew in my heart it would mean closure after I accomplished that feat. “I need to do it.”

      He put his arm around my shoulders, bringing me toward his chest. Leaning down, he kissed me tentatively, slowly widening the kiss, his hand roving under my shirt, searching for my breast.

      I could sense what he wanted and pulled back, turning away from him. “I can’t do this.”

      Shoving himself off the couch, he stood, facing me. “I’ve been really patient, Brandy, but this is getting to be too much. It’s June. We lost the baby in early May. You told me you’ve healed already so what’s your excuse this time?”

      He was frustrated, and I understood if he was leaving for several months there wouldn’t be many opportunities left for us to have sex. “I wasn’t making excuses. I’ve been too depressed to have sex.” Tears dripped down my cheeks—again. “Maybe it’s the price I have to pay for giving birth to a dead baby.”

      He sat back down, turning me toward him. “I’m sorry I used the word excuse, Brandy. It was thoughtless. What I should have said is, do you think we could make love?” He smiled, engaging me with his eyes.

      I shook my head. “There’s nothing wrong with making love, but I just can’t do it… yet.”

      “I’m not sexually appealing to you anymore? Did the doctor say this is part of the postpartum depression thing going on here? How long am I supposed to wait?”

      “Oh, West.” I sighed, aching inside, wishing there was a way I could explain what refused to be explained. It was easier to simply let him make his own assumptions than tell him the truth about my horrifying visions, the feelings of failure, the guilt. I had to believe I’d work my way through this in time, with or without a counselor’s help.

      “It’s like we’re roommates. We share the same house but that’s about all. Every time I come to bed and try to cuddle, you mumble something about not feeling well or you’re exhausted or you’re too sad.”

      I was caught in a web of my own deception. I couldn’t tell him again about blaming myself for our baby’s death. He’d already said he disagreed with me. “I was talking to Cecilia about this and…”

      “You talked to Cecilia?” His voice echoed off the front room walls. “Great! You can share the most intimate details of our… non-existent sex life with our next-door neighbor but not with me. That’s just crazy, Brandy!”

      “It wasn’t like that. We were having coffee one morning. I wanted to run it by her, woman to woman, get her opinion about whether it was normal or not, you know? Was that so wrong?”

      He stood up again, walked to the front room window and stared out the glass. “The fact you confided in your girlfriend before you talked to me about it makes me feel pretty left out.”

      I got up and stood next to him. “I’m sorry, West.”

      He turned to look at me. “I forgive you, Brandy, but can’t you at least try?” He took me in his arms. “Let me make love to you, show you how good it can be again—like it was before.”

      The warmth of his breath along my neck made me shiver. Leaning back, I closed my eyes and tried desperately to melt into the physical feelings of his kisses, his solid arms around my back.

      “Oh, Weston, I just⁠—”

      “Shhh,” he interrupted. “Don’t think about anything. I’ll take care of you. Just let everything go.”

      I let my thoughts drift, making my mind a screen filled with images of waves meandering toward the shore. Weston lifted me in his arms, placing me gently on the couch, then covered me with his warm body. I forced myself to relax into his closeness while his hands slid along my stomach, pushing away my shirt, his tongue stroking the skin around my navel, up to my breasts, suckling my nipples. I tried to focus on the physical experience of his lovemaking and my insides loosened.

      I’d always been an active partner in bed, giving as good as I got. But I felt different now; my mind and body were two separate entities that wouldn’t converge toward my sexual fulfillment. But I was a partner in this union. Everything wasn’t all about me.

      I focused on making Weston happy. I could fake it, couldn’t I? I couldn’t continue rejecting him, expecting him to return again and again to give it his best shot. There’d come a time when he would give up entirely, perhaps look for solace elsewhere.

      “I love you so much, Brandy.” He was breathing hard now, his voice edged rough by desire.

      “And I love you,” I whispered.

      He pulled back, staring down at me, eyes half-closed, one hand cradling my head in his palm while he guided my pants past my knees. Finding the zipper’s tag on his jeans, I tore it down to the end, widening the gap in his pants enough for me to feel his erection beneath the tight briefs. I gently pulled downwards along the edge of the soft cotton where he stood full and erect, waiting for my attentive hands.

      Strobe-like images flared behind my eyelids, a baby’s face purple and swollen, arms punching the air with each stunted breath. My hands went limp, and I turned my head to the side, struggling to gain my mental balance. I gasped for air, unable to breathe, hyperventilating.

      “What is it? Are you okay?”

      I sat up, cradling my head in my hands, and tried to slow my breathing. “I… saw… a…” I paused, not wanting to add this night to all the others when I’d shunned him sexually.

      “You saw what?” He grasped my wrists and slowly guided them down to my lap.

      “Nothing. I’m having a problem focusing.” My eyes met his. “I’m sorry, West. It’s not you. It’s me. I just need more time.”

      He pushed himself up off the couch, turned his back, and zipped up his pants while walking to the study. Seconds later, I could hear him talking on the phone and assumed he’d called James regarding the job in New York.

      Moments later he returned and stood in front of the couch where I was sitting, kneading my temples. “I told James I’ll take the job. I’m leaving after the Fourth of July sometime. I’ll know the exact date soon enough.”

      I looked up at him. “When you come back I’m sure I’ll be my old self again.”

      “Hope so,” he mumbled, and then turned and walked up the stairs.

      Several months apart would give me the time I needed to overcome my depression. I prayed these frightening feelings would fade then go away entirely while he was away. I longed to recapture the emotions I’d always felt toward him.

      During the next several weeks, I didn’t see Weston until he pulled back the covers at night to get into bed. He was busy preparing to leave and had a great deal to accomplish before his departure. Each night he’d quietly seek me out, moving to my side of the bed, softly caressing my shoulders, rubbing my back.

      Every touch brought back memories of being in the hospital and the pain of losing Christine, poisoning my libido, inhibiting any sexual response. The thoughts wouldn’t go away, and I couldn’t reach out to him for solace either.

      In mid-July I drove him to the airport. He was flying out of San Francisco, and the traffic was horrible early in the morning. When I pulled up to the appropriate airline drop-off, he quickly kissed me goodbye and told me he’d call that evening then ran toward the gate to catch his plane. An odd sense of relief washed over me.

      Not only did I have to deal with my physical reactions toward him, I felt guilty for feeling this way in the first place. What a vicious circle. And I didn’t know the way out, but I was hoping I’d work my way through this over the next several months. Otherwise I couldn’t see a reason for him to stay married to me. I used to be his wife, his lover, and his friend. Right now I was a failure in the lovemaking arena, and I couldn’t expect him to stick around forever if my behavior didn’t change.
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      Every day I exercised whether I felt like it or not, hoping the endorphins would lift my mood. On my good days, I believed I could recapture the sexual attraction I’d always experienced with Weston. At other times, fear overwhelmed me that losing our baby had rendered me incapable of ever having a sexual relationship. However, I tried to act like everything was normal in hopes I’d start to feel normal again. My appointment with Dr. Farney was scheduled in a few weeks and if I wasn’t better by then I planned to ask her to refer me to a psychologist.

      I jogged along the streets of Alameda, to and from Peet’s coffeehouse, taking a longer route each day to increase my stamina and raise my heart rate—a woman on a mission to win back her husband.

      Weston called every night at nine o’clock my time, midnight on the East Coast. It was a warm August night when the phone on my nightstand let out its distinctive Fur d’Elyse ringtone. I turned over, patting the top of the bedside table, still ensconced in a dream that came to me repeatedly—a baby was crying somewhere in the house and I searched every room but couldn’t find her.

      My sweaty hand finally made contact with the cordless phone, grabbing it off the base. “Hullo?”

      “Brandy?”

      “Weston? What time is it?” He’d already phoned before I went to sleep. What had prompted this second call?

      “Search me.” He burst out laughing then howled as if he’d just heard the funniest joke in the world.

      I sat up in bed and turned on the lamp on the night stand. “You’re drunk, West. Where are you? You won’t drive anywhere, will you?”

      He burped into the phone then chuckled. “Sorry ’bout that. Had a wee bit too much to drink. And no, not driving. In my hotel room. But I’m alone, sweetie, don’t worry.”

      I frowned. “Well, of course you’re alone. Who else would be in your hotel room with you at—” I looked over at the clock. It read two in the morning. “At five in the morning?”

      “I miss you, Brandy. I wanna make love but you don’t. You still feel that way ’bout me?”

      He was smashed, and this was completely out of character for him. I’d seen him tipsy perhaps two or three times, only because he hadn’t eaten after drinking a few too many beers or more than a couple of glasses of wine. He was a big guy, weighed over two hundred pounds, and could hold the liquor he drank without anyone noticing.

      “You’ve obviously had too much to drink and this isn’t the time for a conversation about our sex life.”

      “What sex life?” His voice had risen several octaves and I pulled the phone away from my ear. “Do you ssstill luvme?” he slurred.

      “Yes, I love you. That hasn’t changed. But can we please hang up now? Why don’t you call me tomorrow… I mean tonight when you get off work?”

      “You don’t luffme then, do you Bran?”

      “Honey, I do love you. But I’m hanging up now. Go sleep this off. I imagine you have to go to work in a couple of hours. I’ll talk with you tonight.” I placed the phone back on the side table and shut off the light.

      What a bizarre conversation! I closed my eyes and tried to get back to sleep, but Weston’s words kept replaying in my head: “I’m alone… don’t worry.”

      Those four words festered in the back of my mind like an unclean wound.

      He didn’t phone me that night or the following night, so the next day I called him on his cell phone because he was out in the field the majority of the day. But every time his voice mail recording chimed in. I left a message telling him I loved him, missed hearing from him, and asked him to call me back when he returned to his hotel that evening.

      He was probably busier than he’d ever imagined so I tried not to make his drunken rambling into anything more than it was. Instead of obsessing and worrying about him, I decided to clean out the nursery—if only to prove to myself I’d made at least a smidgen of emotional progress. I could do this.

      Laying my head against the nursery door, I closed my eyes, knowing what I’d find inside. I grasped the door handle and turned it slowly, heard the distinctive creak of the hinges. Weston had said he would fix it before I brought the baby home. We’d even joked about it in the birthing room.

      The pink walls and white furniture, the rocker in the corner, the crib with a mobile hanging over the side… I could picture it in my mind’s eye before I even opened the door.

      I imagined my baby lying on her stomach in the crib, butt in the air, sucking on her fingers. I’d dreamed of rocking back and forth in the rocking chair, her body tucked in my arms, tiny lips sucking on my breast while she nursed.

      Seeing the inside of her room for the first time since coming home from the hospital was a different story.

      I opened the top drawer of the dresser and looked down at the teensy undershirts, pink booties, velvety pajamas, and reached out to fondle them. My heart twisted in my chest like a dying animal. Tears streamed down my cheeks.

      I left the drawer open and ran out of the room, slamming the door behind me, sliding my back down the front of the door until I was sitting on the floor. My breathing hitched in my throat. Why my baby? Why?
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      By the third night, I still hadn’t heard from Weston. His supervisor in New York, or James here in the Bay Area, would have phoned me if something had happened to him. He was either returning to his hotel room later than usual and it was too late to call me, or he was intentionally not phoning because he was angry with me about our last conversation. I’d left messages on his cell phone and his voice mail at the hotel and still hadn’t heard from him.

      I was doing the best I could to work through my emotional problems since our baby’s death. Did he expect me to do an about-face in so little time? We’d been married for seven years, and up until now we’d had a solid marriage. We could get through this rough patch. All married couples had their ups and downs. But we had to work it out together. Pulling away from me completely was different than giving me the space I needed to figure things out.

      It had been seven days since I’d heard from him when the phone rang at one in the morning East Coast time. I fumbled for the handset, pressing it to my ear. I could hear Weston crying on the other end, repeating my name over and over.

      “Weston, what’s wrong? Are you hurt?” A thousand different images scattered through my brain. Had he been in an accident? Had he been fired?

      “I’m sorry. I love you, Brandy.” I could barely understand him. He was drunk. Again. However, I’d never heard him this upset before. I’d never seen him cry until the morning in the hospital after Christine died. It terrified me to think something equally upsetting could have happened to him while he was so far away from me.

      “I love you too, West. But what are you sorry for?” I asked, my voice ragged with panic. “Oh, God. What’s going on?”

      The dial tone broke in over his sobbing.

      I immediately called him back on his cell, but it went straight to voice mail. I didn’t leave a message. My mind raced. What now? I phoned the hotel and reached his room’s voice mail. At least I knew he was alive. But why all this drinking? Was he apologizing for that… or for something worse? I left a terse message for him to call me then sank back onto the bed.

      I didn’t want to list the possibilities. The obvious. I would not sit back and let my marriage fall apart. I was doing all I could on my end during his absence, getting stronger, doing some serious thinking about my attitude concerning our child’s death. What was he doing in New York? Getting drunk every night? Doing things he had a reason to regret and feel guilty for?

      I never fell back to sleep, rehashing everything over and over in my mind, reviewing my actions since our baby’s death and what I knew of Weston’s behavior after he arrived in New York.

      In the morning, I was able to get the direct number for Weston’s supervisor in New York and called him immediately, but he was away from his desk. I explained to his secretary I needed to speak with Weston Chambers right away. She transferred my call to Weston’s personal secretary. Since when did Weston have a personal secretary? After several rings a woman’s voice answered.

      “Mr. Weston Chamber’s office. This is Carol Smith speaking. May I help you?”

      “Yes, this is Mr. Chamber’s wife. May I speak with him?”

      There was a slight pause. “Weston is out in the field at the moment. Is there something I can help you with?”

      “Could you get an urgent message to him, Ms. Smith?”

      Another pause. “It’s Miss Smith and yes, I can try phoning him on his Nextel but he’s made it clear it’s only for emergencies. Is this an emergency?”

      So, whoever this woman was, she wanted to make it known she wasn’t married. That came through loud and clear. “No, this isn’t an emergency, but could you please ask him to call me this evening when he returns to his hotel room, no matter the hour?”

      Another pregnant pause, which I felt was purposeful. “I’ll give him the message, Mrs. Chambers. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

      “Just make sure he sees the message when he returns to the office, please.”

      I heard her give a short laugh. “If he returns to the office, I’ll give him the message.”

      It had been over a week since the first drunken phone call then there had been last night’s insane call. I was determined to get to the bottom of this, even if I was afraid of discovering the truth.

      “Miss Smith, is there a possibility he won’t be returning to the office today?”

      “I can’t say, Mrs.—”

      “I’m assuming you must have some knowledge of his daily schedule.”

      “Of course.”

      “And if he’s not coming back he’d do you the courtesy of phoning.”

      “Yes, he’s very good about⁠—”

      “Then when he phones would you make absolutely sure he knows I want him to phone me tonight from his hotel room. It’s very important I speak with him. Today.”

      I could hear her let out an irritated breath of air. “I understand. Thank you for calling.” The line immediately went dead. She’d hung up on me. The bitch.

      I was so angry I wanted to jump on a plane to New York today. But maybe I was just overreacting to a rude employee. Maybe whatever was going on could be cleared up by talking to Weston in a few hours.

      I’d just have to wait and see.
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      Around nine o’clock I went to bed, snuggling under the covers with a new book I’d purchased at the local Borders. I’d just settled back into the down pillows when the phone rang. Reaching over to grab it, I answered before the second ring.

      “Brandy, it’s me.”

      Weston.

      Not sure whether to be confrontational and accusing, or confused and wanting clarification, I hesitated for a moment. This conversation had to go smoothly, so I tamped down my anger. “How are you? I was so worried about you.”

      “I’m all right.”

      “What’s going on with you, West? I’m confused.”

      “About what, besides whether you love me or not.”

      Sighing inwardly, I reined in my frustration. “Last time we talked I told you how much I love you, West, but you were too drunk to remember.” I paused, drew in a deep breath. “I couldn’t have a rational conversation with you, or discuss our marriage when you were slurring every word. But I love you so much, honey. How many times do you want me to say it?”

      “Whatever… Carol said you demanded I call you tonight. Or else.”

      “That’s not true,” I said, a little too loudly. “I simply asked her to make sure you got the message. She acted as if she didn’t know whether you were returning to the office. If she’s your secretary I’m sure she knows exactly where you are and can get in touch with you at a moment’s notice. Yet she was acting totally ignorant about⁠—”

      “She’s not ignorant, Brandy.”

      “Let’s not argue about your secretary, Weston. She had an attitude, okay? And I didn’t appreciate it. I’m your wife! But maybe she didn’t know you were married.”

      “I don’t know whether I mentioned it or not. What’s that got to do with anything?” His voice was a perfect example of boredom.

      “You don’t know whether you mentioned it or not,” I said, exasperated. “I guess I’m not important enough to⁠—”

      “Like I’m so important to you? You can’t even show me you love me,” he countered, his voice harsh and louder than before. “Hell, I guess I had the answer when you told me you couldn’t make love to me anymore.”

      “That’s not what I said. You’re taking our conversation out of context, and you know it.” I paused, shaking my head. “I’m going through a tough time. I lost my child. I’m confused about how I feel about everything right now and⁠—”

      “You act like you’re the only one who lost their child, Brandy. And I feel like I’ve lost my wife too. What the hell does losing a baby have to do with your feelings about me?”

      “I know I’m not the only one hurting, West. You’re just more stoic about it, I guess. Can’t you see I
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