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Stay for Seconds

Cali Burem

Nia Sullivan could never deny the connection she shares with Jay Moore, but she knows more than anyone that things don’t always work out the way they do in fairy tales.

Even marriage can’t force a happily ever after.

Nia and Jay have been tiptoeing around each other ever since their separation but neither can move forward or move on — especially while they coparent their infant son and stay in each other’s lives as much as possible.

When Nia is invited to spend Christmas with Jay’s family, she agrees against her better judgment, not wanting to make things awkward by being there if she doesn’t belong but not wanting to pass on the chance to spend Christmas with her baby, and her husband, even if it’s just for show.

But while Nia is still trying to come to terms with the fact that they may never be a whole family again, Jay is determined to get her to see that they were never broken in the first place.
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Nia let out a heavy sigh as she shut the door behind her and threw her keys into a small tabletop basket. "Sali? I'm home!"

There was a groggy call from the living room, and she let out a soft amused snort as she went in. Her cousin was lying on the couch with Nia's one year old son Nate fast asleep next to her. The tv was showing some children's show that had no doubt knocked them both out.

"Sorry I fell asleep again," Sali whispered. Nia waved off her apology and took her son gently off of her cousin's lap. She pressed a soft kiss to his forehead and raised an eyebrow at all the open books on the table with sticky notes and highlighted sections taking up most of the space. 

"If you needed to study, I could have found someone else," she said quietly, looking worriedly at the haphazard note-taking the girl had done. 

Sali just snorted. "You'd just end up staying home instead of doing anything. You needed a break. Besides, I wasn't studying, I was doing an assignment. You can pay me by going through it later."

Nia winced at that. When she knew someone else was going to look over her work, Sali lost all respect for punctuation and grammar and took referencing as a light suggestion. "Oh no, I'm going to pay you in cash. I'm not reading your gibberish."

Sali seemed to mull that over quickly, deciding money was indeed compensation enough. "How was the movie?"

Nia smiled. "It was good. Great even. I'd tell you all about it, but I know how much you hate spoilers."

Sali grinned. "Yes, yes, how kind of you. But who did you go with? You kept saying a friend and you were acting all weird..."

Nia cleared her throat and said, "I'm going to go put Nate to bed first. Did he eat alright? He wasn't any trouble?"

"You know you lucked out with that baby," Sali said dismissively. "Didn't make a peep except to laugh at all my hilarious jokes. I'm pretty sure he's secretly an old man. No one else laughs at my jokes. It's suspicious."

Nia rolled her eyes and stood, shushing softly when Nate when a noise of protest but didn't wake up from his sleep. She smiled. She really had lucked out with him. She felt a bit of guilt that she'd not been the one to give him his bath, and that she hadn't read him a story, but he did enjoy being with his aunt even though their time together was less structured.

She put him into bed and sat beside him, watching him sleep. She touched his soft coily hair, poofy and untamed, just like hers and she watched him ball his tiny hands into fists, the way his father did when he slept. She remembered teasing him, saying he was ready to take on his sleep paralysis demons with physical violence.

Her smile faded and she leaned in to kiss her baby before she headed down to face the music.

Sali was waiting with a book in her lap. For someone who insisted she didn't need to study, there was an awful lot of study material in her presence at any given time. She was staying the month while school was on a break and had only gone to a party once, foregoing the proper college student experience in favour of babysitting her nephew.

Nia sat down and said immediately, "There was no friend. I didn't go with anyone else."

Sali's knowing smile dropped and she gaped instead. "You went to watch a movie alone?"

Nia winced. There was no need to emphasize the alone part. It wasn't like she could take Nate with her.

Sali sighed. "Look, you've been separated for what, six months?"

She rolled her eyes. "Yes."

"And both of you are too busy to get couple's therapy or just get started with divorce proceedings?"

Hearing the word 'divorce' made Nia's chest hurt, even though she knew it was probably where she and Jay were headed. Their blissful marriage had lasted three years, before Jay had said he was going to quit his job and pursue his dream of starting his own investment company. It was a huge step; one she had supported and one that had been part of their plan when they'd sat down and charted a course for their future.

But then she'd found out she was pregnant and well, it was just too big a risk to take at that point. What if it didn't work out? What if the pressure got to be too much? He wouldn't have the time to be with her and the baby and with her new position at her job, she could admit the stress had gotten to her. The fear of failure made her beg him to stay at his job. 

His boss wasn't the greatest person and a lot of the time he was covering for mistakes made by his colleagues, but it was steady income. And with a baby on the way, she didn't think it was wise to take the risk. They'd argued for weeks and even gone a few days without speaking, completely foregoing one of the agreements they'd made early in their relationship - talk through it and never go to bed mad. She didn't get why he couldn't understand her worry and where she was coming from, and he didn't understand why she couldn't support the move he was making. He'd said they were more than prepared and it would be best to do it then, so he would be established well before the baby got there.

He quit his job and things between them were cool for several weeks. He made the time to attend each checkup but the joy that should have been there, the excitement of being parents, was marred by their ongoing hostility.

One day she passed out at work and woke up in hospital. He was there by her side, holding her hand tightly while he slept. His eyes shot open when she shifted, and she was scared to ask. 

"The baby?"

"Fine. He's fine." He'd gotten up and held her gingerly and she'd cried from relief and fear and all the bottled-up feelings of uncertainty were let out. She'd seen how he looked, like he was ready to cave and give it all up. He would have gone and begged to have his job back, the same job that had been sucking the life out of him. 

She realized then that she couldn't let him do that, but she also couldn't let it go. So, when he pulled back, after she'd wiped her tears, she held his hand and said, "I can't do this anymore. I don't want to argue and fight. I can barely focus on anything. I think we need some time apart."

She could have knocked him over with a feather. 

Jay had sat there, frozen with a confused and hurt look on his face before he looked away and nodded. "Alright, if that's what you need."

He'd moved out when she was safely home, after he called her aunt to come stay with her. Aunt Maggie was understanding and didn't pry too much. She simply told him to make sure he didn't miss any appointments and to keep in touch with his wife.

He spent the night at his brother's house and gave her any details and contact information she would need if she needed to reach him. Nia spent that week crying and recovering while her aunt fussed about and told her not to get too stressed and to try and calm down. Her bed had felt empty, and she found herself eating less before Aunt Maggie threatened to call Jay and tell him she was starving herself.

It was a good threat. She didn't want him to think she was trying to hurt his baby. The ease with which he left and was willing to do what she wanted when there was risk to their child proved he cared more about the baby than about her. It was a silly, petty, jealous thought, but it had stayed all the same.

Jay had been there for all the appointments and never missed a one. And when her water broke at home and Aunt Maggie was driving her, Jay was at the hospital waiting with an overnight bag and everything he'd learned in their classes together that they would need. He'd held her hand throughout the grueling ordeal and when their son was born, he'd cried in there and hugged and kissed her, told her how proud he was of her, and it had been perfect. She'd handed her son to him and both of them had been ugly crying and she wouldn't have changed a thing about that moment.

And then she suffered a hemorrhage.

She lost consciousness but when she came to, Jay
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