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“ARE YOU COMING TO BED any time soon?”  

Gwen pretended not to notice her husband’s impatient tone. Since Toby’s birth, Robbie hadn’t bothered hiding his displeasure at being relegated to second place in her life. She couldn’t understand how her husband could resent the time she spent with their newborn son, but each day Robbie let her know in a million different ways just how unhappy he was. 

Before answering, she glanced down at Toby, there in her arms, to make certain that Robbie hadn’t woken him. She was relieved that he was still fast asleep, so she kept her voice down so he would stay that way. “You go on and I’ll be there in a minute.”

Robbie only rolled his eyes and huffed, “This is ridiculous. You have to be up early in the morning. It doesn’t make any sense for you to waste your time like this. Lately, it seems like you’ve been making a point of staying here in the nursery until you’re certain I’ll be asleep. If you can’t be intimate with me, then just say. I’ll not touch you then.”

Gwen hated that Robbie could be so unfeeling toward his own son, but it was just like him to think she was trying to hurt him by spending more time with Toby.

It took every ounce of restraint to keep the frustration, out of her voice. “I promise I won’t stay up but a few more minutes.”

Instead of replying, Robbie stood in the doorway and stared. It was easy to see he was debating the futility of arguing the matter further. She was relieved when he finally backed away. Of course, her relief was short lived because he then stomped down the entire length of the hallway toward their bedroom. To add insult to injury, a second later he slammed the bedroom door so hard a picture in the hallway fell from the wall and crashed to the floor. 

The whole outburst was so childish Gwen might have laughed if it hadn’t hurt so much. Before Toby’s birth, she and Robbie had been close, and so in love. It upset her that he wasn’t trying to see things from her own point of view. Why couldn’t Robbie understand that Toby needed her more than he did? Why couldn’t he simply enjoy these moments with her?

Even though Toby was fast asleep, she stayed with him. She couldn’t face getting into an argument, and in all likelihood ending up being told what a terrible wife she’d become. She was tired of the endless quarrels over how she should be spending her evenings. There was really nothing left to say. She didn’t have a lot of time to be with her son, as it was. By the time she left work, picked Toby up from the babysitter and cooked supper, the evening was gone and then, like clockwork, the entire process would begin all over again the next morning.

She rocked Toby for a few minutes while considering how to end the impasse with Robbie. Damn. There was no real way of avoiding a fight tonight. Robbie was probably already stewing over everything. If she didn’t go to bed now and face the music, it would only give him more time to think of all of the reasons she was such a terrible wife.

With a heavy heart, Gwen carried Toby over to his crib and tucked him in. It didn’t seem possible that he could look so peaceful, not when a storm was clearly brewing around him. He really was the most perfect baby in the entire world. “Goodnight, Sweetheart. Mommy will always love you.”

She leaned on the crib railing and steeled herself to face Robbie again. With any luck he would be fast asleep by the time she got into bed, and she wouldn’t have to face his temper again tonight. She had almost convinced herself that, if he was still awake, she would be able to reason with him, but then saw the fallen picture and her heart sank. The odds were not stacked in her favor.

When she opened the door, finding the room darkened gave her some hope, more so when she saw that Robbie lay on his side, facing away from her. Maybe he’d already fallen asleep. Holding her breath, she carefully crawled beneath the covers, but propped herself on her elbows for quite a while, staring at Robbie’s indistinct profile. When she did eventually lower her head to the pillow, and as she drifted to sleep, it held but one thought, “I’ don’t think I can handle much more of this.”
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GWEN WOKE WITH HER heart racing. Robbie’s face was just inches from hers. She pulled the bedspread up to her chin, as if that would be enough to stop what she knew was coming. “Please, let’s not fight again tonight. I’m exhausted.”

He huffed and then without warning yanked the covers out of her hands. Before she could stop him, he had straddled her legs and had punched a spot on the pillow next to her head. Even though she had been expecting it, she still flinched. They had had the exact same conversation every night for the past seven days. She had no idea why, though, because he never listened to or understood her side of the story. It was always about him, and how he felt about the turn their lives had taken.

“What do you want me from?” she pleaded.

All the fight seemed to leave Robbie, because his face softened before he rolled off of her. He sat on the edge of the bed, head in hands. She reached over and touched his shoulder, thinking that might bridge the wide gap between them, but he just shrugged her hand off.

“What are we going to do?” he said. “We can’t keep going on like this day after day.” He turned to face her, his voice no longer angry. “I think we need professional help.”

Gwen sighed. Fighting with Robbie every single night was getting to be exhausting. She didn’t like thinking that they might not be able to survive Toby’s birth. She and Robbie had been so happy before. How could he not see that his resentment was slowly tearing them apart?

“Do we really need to go through counseling? Why can’t we try and straighten this out by ourselves?”

Robbie covered his face and didn’t say anything for several long minutes. He finally stood and walked over to the bedroom door. “I’m going to sleep on the couch tonight. Maybe you should use the time to decide whether you want to stay married to me or not.”  Then he was gone, the door slamming hard behind him.

Gwen waited for Toby to begin crying and was relieved when he didn’t. She had an important business meeting the next day and needed to sleep. She closed her eyes and tried not to think about the possibility that her marriage was beyond saving. With all of her problems, she didn’t think she would ever be able to go back to sleep, but exhaustion finally won over and she dozed off a couple of hours later.
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UNCERTAIN OF WHAT HAD woken her, Gwen sat straight up and looked around the bedroom. It took a moment to realize that the room shone brightly with sunlight. “Oh, shit.”  One glance at the clock and she threw the covers off, ran into the connecting bathroom, took a quick shower and dressed in the only clean dress she owned. Heading down the hallway, she peeked into Toby’s room to make certain he didn’t need anything. As soon as she saw the baby was still fast asleep she went in search of Robbie, to see if he would take Toby to the babysitter on his way to work. 

The blue throw was balled up on the sofa as evidence that Robbie had slept there but he was now nowhere in sight. The smell of freshly brewed coffee gave her a clue as to his whereabouts, but the chimes of the hallway grandfather clock reminded her how late she was running for her first meeting. She picked up her pace and almost ran to the kitchen.

Robbie was standing with his back to her, pouring a cup of coffee, but turned when she entered the room. He scowled but didn’t say anything.

She was relieved he was still in his pajama bottoms. “I’m glad you haven’t left yet. I have a meeting this morning I can’t miss. Would you carry Toby to the sitter for me?” 

When he opened his mouth to answer she held up a hand. “I know we didn’t get anything settled last night but I promise we’ll talk tonight. I’ll listen to why you think we need to talk to a counselor. If you do this one thing for me, I swear I’ll come to the conversation open-minded. I really do want our marriage to work, as much for us as for Toby.”

He placed his cup of coffee on the counter and hung his head in thought. He finally nodded without ever making eye contact again. In spite of his obvious reluctance, Gwen was so relieved she ran over and hugged him, before grabbing her purse from the table. She then headed out the back door, to her car, before he could change his mind. 

The day passed in a blur of conference calls and note-taking. She hadn’t had time to eat anything for lunch and was just about ready to drop from exhaustion, but a little after one Gwen took the time to call Toby’s babysitter, to make certain Robbie had not forgotten to take all of Toby’s bottles, formula and diapers with him that morning. The night before, she had placed everything on the kitchen table, but since she was the one who usually dropped Toby off, she knew it would be easy enough for Robbie to forget something.

The phone rang several times before Toby’s babysitter finally answered, “Hello?”

Gwen let out a long sigh, “Sherry, I was beginning to think you weren’t home.” 

“Gwen?”  There was a long
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