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TALIA

––––––––
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IN THE FOG BETWEEN sleep and total consciousness, it is difficult to tell the difference between fantasy and reality.  But this... oh, this must be heaven, or a step so close to it...

“You’ve got to quit doing this to me.”

His voice was different... distant, fading in and out at times, but... different.

“I don’t...”  He sniffled as I felt warm, calloused fingers lightly touch my cheek.  “I don’t know if I can take seeing you like this anymore.”

That’s when I could pinpoint the difference in his voice.  

He’d been crying.  

No... no, no, don’t cry.  I’m okay.  See?  I just... I just can’t open my eyes yet.  But your touch, it feels so wonderful—so soothing, so healing.

I felt his hand move to my hair, his fingers gently running through it.

“I was going to call you... did you know that?  Fuck... no, you didn’t, that was stupid.”

That’s not stupid...and... really?  I was going to call you too.  Except I was going to be a shit and wait until 2:35 in the morning.  Paybacks, Warner.  Paybacks.

“You know what’s sad, though?”

Us.  Like this.

“I didn’t know what to say.”

I felt the pillow shift beside my head, as if he were leaning down, or perhaps laying his head next to mine.  

“How did this happen, Talli?  How did we get here?”

I don’t know... I mean, I have an idea, but maybe if we could just, you know... talk about it then...

His voice was much closer, his breath hot on my cheek. 

Just stay this close, okay?  Stay this close and make me feel safe.  Loved.

“It hurts so much to see you like this, all these tubes, these wires.  Your... your heart Talli?  Did I...”  I felt his fingers interlace with mine, his hand trembling.  “Did I do this to you?”  His voice cracked as he asked the question, and I felt myself struggle, fight to move, to say something.

It’s just this stupid heart condition, I guess it got worse.  They think the damage really happened when I had Elizabeth but didn’t really surface... 

It wasn’t you, Jase.  This physical break in my heart, it wasn’t you.  

“They said you... they said stress could...”

I felt his lips lightly brush up against my cheek.

“I’m sorry.  I’m so... so sorry, I never meant for this to happen to you.”

Oh... 

To me.

Not you never meant to sleep with Bree, never meant to have a relationship with her.  Just... 

“When was the last time I kissed you, Talli?  I mean... really kissed you?”

You can’t even remember that?  It was...

“Right before I left for Texas,” he said, and I felt his fingertips touch my lips.  “I remember that... it... was real, wasn’t it?”

Of course it was real, damn it!  You... you are it for me.  And I was going to come to Texas, I really was...and you don’t know it, but I was coming alone.  Yeah, the kids were going to be with Linda, and I was going to surprise you, have the concierge let me into your room when you were gone, and...

And then Jack died, and it didn’t happen.

And I’m sorry.

“I... I can see now.”

You can?

“I can see that... that I’ve hurt you enough.”

What are you saying, Jase?

“I... I won’t fight you anymore.  We’ve agreed, or... or I think we’re going to agree for the kids’ sake, but I... I just want you to be happy.  And I won’t stand in your way anymore.”

What the hell are you talking about?

“I just wish you had been happy with me.”

Oh, this must ... this must be some kind of a flashback, right?  I remember this stupid conversation, the one where he tried dropping me off at Lisa’s and...

And we didn’t have kids then...

I felt his lips on my forehead, the odd sensation as a couple of his tears fell on my face.

“I’m going to get our kids back, Talli, I promise.  You just... you fight, okay?  You fight.  For you, for them.  Because I... they need you.”

What the hell do you mean, get our kids back?  Where the hell are they?  Jase... Jase, where did you go?  Don’t leave!  Don’t... I’m... you’re wrong, okay?  You’re so wrong, you have no idea.  Don’t go... there was so much going on, and... and even if I don’t agree with everything they have to say, I’ll tell you about it, okay?  Don’t go!  Don’t...

I gasped as I opened my eyes, the light hurting my head.

“Well, hello there, Talia.”

It was Jase... just a different one.

“Brooks?”

“Yeah, in the absence of your cardiologist who isn’t back from the Cayman Islands yet, they actually called me.”

“You’re... you work pediatrics,” I stammered, squinting up at him.

“Well, judging by your chart you’ve been acting like a child about this, so it’s rather fitting isn’t it?”  He winked and grinned at me before pulling up a chair.  “How are you feeling?”

“I hurt,” was all I could say, unable to find other words to explain, my hand coming up to remove the tubing from my nose.

“No...no, don’t.  You inhaled some smoke; I want you to leave that on.  Besides.”  He lifted up a monitor, showing my oxygen absorption rate to be 96.  “Don’t argue with me.”

Smoke?  What the hell happened?

“You went into atrial fibrillation,” he said, leaning in slightly.  “They shocked your heart back into rhythm on the scene.”

“On the scene,” I repeated, racking my brain to remember the events leading up to it.

“And while that has brought you back here,” he continued, holding one hand out as if to display the room, “unfortunately, it hasn’t eliminated the problem.”

I glanced over at the machine, where my heart was beating a steady rhythm...just a very fast one.  

“Dr. Mendez,” I began, trying to gather my thoughts, “he said... cardiac ablation.”

“And he’s right, but...”

“I can’t do that, Jase,” I said, shaking my head.  “I can’t take all that time, not... not yet.”

“Would you quit interrupting me?  Damn, I’m not your husband,” he said with a smirk.  “He’s right about the ablation, however...shut it, Talli... he wanted to do the maze.  I think we can do this through catheterization.”

“Really?” I asked, feeling just a little bit of relief.  “So... outpatient, then?”

“No,” he replied.  “No, I’d still want you here for a day, possibly two, but... what the hell are you shaking your head for now?”

“I can’t do that,” I said.  “Not... not yet.”

“Why the hell not?”

Because I have no more paid leave left.  Because I can’t even afford September’s rent, and I have no one to ask to help... I just can’t go to Jase for this.  Because our children can’t be with him yet, and...

Our children...

“Where are my kids?”

Brooks blinked a couple of times, a frown on his face.  “I’m not... sure.  With Jase?”

“Are they?” I asked quickly, placing a hand on his arm.  “I have to know.”

“Talli, you have got to...”

“If you want me to calm down, you tell me where the hell my kids are.”

He took a deep breath and nodded.  “Jase’s just down the hall.”

“And the kids?”

“I’ll go get Jase.  But you and I aren’t through talking, got it?”

“Yeah,” I said, absentmindedly chewing on my thumbnail.  But didn’t Brooks just say that maybe the kids were with Jase?  He has to be lying, because they wouldn’t be down the hall with him.  Maybe... maybe they were with Linda or Jackie or Sondra or...

“Hi.”

I was stunned silent at the sight of Jase in front of me, his hair more tousled than usual, his shirt only half tucked in.  His eyes were swollen slightly, red rimmed, and I wondered in a brief moment of hysteria what had happened to make him look this way.

“Oh no...” I began, but he held his hand up, shaking his head.

“They’re okay.”

His voice sounded strained, rough.  

“Are they with Linda?” I asked, and he shook his head, staying close to the door.  “Where...”  My voice trailed off as his eyes dropped to the floor.  “Jase, talk to me.”

“I’m going to get them back,” he said, his eyes locked with mine once more.  “I called Rebecca, and... and she’s working on it.”

Wait a minute... he’d... he’d said that earlier, hadn’t he?

“What do you mean back?” I asked.  His eyes were pained as he looked at the machines hooked up to me, the heart rate increasing once more.

“Talli, please... calm... I can’t stay...”

“Don’t you walk out that door,” I snapped.  “Where are our babies?”

“They won’t let me stay if... if that happens,” he finished, gesturing to the machine.

Just hold my hand... please, just hold my hand, it would make me feel so much better...

“Please tell me,” I sobbed, a tear escaping and trailing down my cheek.

“They took... they took them.”

“They who?”

“We don’t have any relatives that live here.”

“They have you.”

He winced at my words, shoving his hands into his pockets.  “I’m not allowed to have them, Talli.”

Oh fuck...

What have I done?

“But Rebecca, she’s waking up any judge who will listen, and... and she’s trying to fix this, okay?”

“I’ve got to get out of here,” I said, sitting up abruptly and swinging my legs over to the side.  The room immediately began to spin.

“Hey... hey, just...”  He was beside me suddenly, his hands lightly touching my shoulders but his fingers outstretched, as if touching me were the last thing he wanted to do.  “You’re in no shape to just leave.”

“They took...”  I closed my eyes against the wave of nausea, leaning sideways down into the pillow.  

“What... happened?”  

He wasn’t touching me anymore.  He’d moved back, his hands back in his pockets as he stared down at me.

“There was... there was the alarm, and...”

“Your heart, Talli.  What’s...”  He licked his lips, almost acting afraid to ask.  “What’s wrong?”

“Atrial fibrillation,” I replied.  “It’s just... well, that’s what happened there, and they shocked it back.”

“Shocked it?” he repeated, biting his lip as I nodded.  “Is it... a... fluke, or...”

“It’s been bothering me for a while,” I said, watching his face as my words registered, waiting for the anger to flash in his eyes.

There was none.

Only a profound sadness.

“How long?”  His question was so quiet I barely heard it.  I thought it over, wanting to be completely honest with him.

“Em’s party,” I replied.  “I think... I think that’s what happened.”

“Why...”  He took a deep breath and looked away, leaving the question unfinished.

But I already knew the rest of it.

“I...”

I didn’t know how to tell you.  I didn’t think you’d care.  You were already trying to say I was on drugs, trying to take the kids away.  You were with Bree, what did it matter if something was wrong with me?

The silence was deafening as it stretched on, only the beeping of the machines filling the air.  

How did it come to this?

“I should have,” I finally said, and he lifted his eyes from the floor.  

“What are they saying now?” he asked, and I took in a quivering breath.

“I need to have cardiac ablation,” I answered.  “But I can’t...”

“You have to.”  His voice was strong, forceful when he said this.

“I... I have to get out of here, Jase.  I can’t...”  I covered my mouth to stifle a sob before continuing.  “One night.  That’s it, Jase.  That’s all they’ve ever spent without you... or... or me.  One night.”

“You let me worry about that.”

“Are you fucking crazy?” I asked, and he shrugged.

“I’ve been called worse.”

“I... I need to call Sherise.  And I need to call...”

“You need to rest,” he cut me off.  “I’ll... I’ll fix this.  You tell Brooks that you’ll do the surgery.”

“It’s not...”

My voice trailed off as he narrowed his eyes, a muscle in his jaw twitching.  “Don’t make me be a dick about this, Talli.”

Under any other circumstances I might scoff at him, tell him to bring his best he’d never beat me.

But not today.

“Not until our babies are back with you.  If... if they won’t give them back, then I say no.  And I leave, and I get them, and...”  I closed my eyes as another wave of nausea swept over me.  When I opened them, he was standing by the door, swallowing repeatedly as he looked at me.

“Okay,” he said softly.  “Deal.”
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JASE

––––––––
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SILENCE IS MY ENEMY.

It cost me my marriage; it has at least temporarily cost me my children.  And right now, it’s costing me what’s left of my mind.

As the minutes ticked away, the what ifs and should haves were eating away at my sanity.  I sat in the darkness outside the hospital, the hard metal bench my only company as I watched the occasional car pass by on their way to the emergency department, or the parking garage.  I wondered how many husbands were fretting over their wives, how many fathers were praying for their children to be safe, and to come home.

At least by that point I was fairly certain I’d cried all the tears I had.

My phone buzzed in my pocket and I pulled it out, squinting at the text from Rebecca.

Going to judge’s chambers now.

My hands were shaking as I shot back my quick reply.

Thank you so much for this.  If it helps, Jackie is picking my Nan up from the airport now.

I didn’t know how much good it would do, if any at all.  But they’d told me that because their custodial parent was incapacitated and there were no other relatives...besides me, of course... that the children were going to be placed in temporary emergency foster care.

Foster care.

With strangers.

For the first time I was almost thankful for the paparazzi.  See, Rebecca explained to me how their stalking of the bowling alley had helped in more ways than one—it showed that Talli accepted me in their lives, for one.  And for two, they plastered my children’s faces over every rag mag that would buy them.  While that pissed me off to no end when it happened, the fact that they were now recognizable would help with my case that no foster family could possibly keep them safe.  And if they wouldn’t let me take them, then there was no shortage of people who could.

Especially my Nan.

My Mam who cried along with me, who promised to bring my babies home.

Rebecca seemed very confident, though, that her presence, if needed at all, would only be temporary, and that I would be granted full custody until such time as Talli was able to care for them as well.  

I want her to understand.

I want her to forgive me if it seems that I’m trying to take them away from her.

It had been fifteen minutes since I’d shot that text to Rebecca and had yet to see a reply, so I was truly hoping that she was in there making my case.  She’d shot me a text earlier that said Sherise Adler didn’t even show up herself and had sent one of her associates to iron out any details.  Apparently conceding is not part of Ms. Adler’s repertoire, not that I gave a damn.

One glance at my watch told me it was almost 11 pm.  It had been nearly five hours since I felt my fragile existence begin to crumble even more.  I looked up the side of the building, wondering if Talli was getting the rest she was ordered to, wishing that even if she was, she wanted my company.

I just didn’t want to ask.

I just want her to be happy.  I want her to smile as freely as she used to, laugh as if she didn’t have a care in the world.  I want that sparkle in her eyes, the blush in her cheeks when she’s full of joy.  I want her to enjoy life again, the way she used to, before...  well, before it had all changed, and she’d become a shell of herself, only going through the motions, sacrificing her own happiness for everyone around her.

For me.

Since sitting around outside was only giving my mind license to wander into territory that it shouldn’t right now, wishing for answers, longing to be that someone to her again, I decided it was time to either hunt down a damn good cup of coffee, or at least a vending machine with Dr. Pepper.  Something told me this was going to be a long night.

One would think that I’d know where things were in this hospital, you know?  My wife works here, my children were born here, I almost lost my girls here, before Talli and I were ever married.  But do I know where the damn vending machines are?  No.  Apparently neither did the signs in the hallway, because somehow, I ended up down by the doctors entrance from their parking area.

“Fuck,” I muttered, turning around, trying to find my way back.  This damn place should have homing devices, I swear, and...

“Jase?”

I turned, startled that anyone was near.  Dr. Stewart was walking behind me in the hallway, adjusting her glasses on her face.

“Hi,” I said softly, a little uneasy.  Talli worked closely with this woman, she had once saved Talli’s life.  This also meant that I was sure she saw me as the scum of the Earth.  I stopped in my tracks, though, noting the look on her face was one of concern.

“I heard about the fire.  I assume that’s why you’re here?”

“Yeah,” I replied softly, shoving my shaking hands in my pockets.

“They said Emily’s doing just fine, giving all the nurses her best saved smiles.  I suppose it’s a good thing that she’s used to it here.”

Emily’s...here?  She’s here?!  Observation... that’s right...

“I... um...”  I licked my lips, noting how dry they were, nearly over the edge.  “From... daycare, right?”

“Well, I suppose,” Dr. Stewart replied, an easy grin on her face.  “It’s probably more due to all the overnighters she’s had to pull in that wing, that poor baby.”

“Overnighters?” I asked, shocked back to the present.  

“Oh, they were mostly for observation, when her croupe would become too much and her chest would begin to retract.  They don’t like to diagnose asthma too early with children, but I’m fairly certain that she does have it.”

Oh God... Emmy... why didn’t Talli...

No, she’d said... that she couldn’t make it... and...

She hadn‘t lied to me.  Talli... she wasn‘t making up... excuses, and...

“Is she okay?” I asked, my mind racing a million miles a minute, wanting so badly to go up and find our little girl.

“Haven’t they...oh.”  She placed her hand on my arm soothingly.  “Come with me.  Let’s find out.”

I know I murmured my thanks but found myself unable to say much of anything else as I followed her to the elevators and up to the floor her office was on.  

“I hope you don’t mind,” she said as she opened that back doorway, punching in the code to the alarm.  “There’s something I need from my office before I go to L and D.  You know where Talli’s office is, right?  She always keeps Dr. Pepper in her mini fridge.”

“Talli drinks...”

“She kept it there for you,” Dr. Stewart cut me off.  “Just in case you ever stopped by.”

Which I hadn’t.  Not since I’d gotten off that damn tour.  

But that small bit of information warmed my heart in ways I hadn’t thought possible anymore.  

“Thank you,” I said softly, following her again down the back hall, pausing as she unlocked the door to Talli’s office.  

“She’s good about having charts put away... but if anything’s out, no peeking.  It would be my ass, and I’d hand yours to you on a platter.”

“I... I wouldn’t...”

No amount of charts could have pulled my eyes away from that bulletin board.

“I think the mini fridge is behind her desk,” Dr. Stewart’s voice filtered in from her office just across the hall.

That’s... us...  

Talli and me.

She kept that here?  Up on this bulletin board?  Even after... after everything?

I sunk into her chair, emitting a short laugh at how my knees felt they were up in my chest.  I raised one shaky hand, removing the pin and pulling the picture from its spot, holding it in front of me.  When was this taken?  I know we were on a vacation of some kind...

“Just a sec and I’ll have what I need.”

We were so close, smiling, our arms around each other.  She was tucked right up against me, and if I closed my eyes I could almost feel her there...

“Got it.”

I jumped as Dr. Stewart entered the room, quickly pinning the picture back up on her bulletin board.

“Sorry,” I muttered, turning to reach into her mini fridge.  I’ll be damned... right there, beside her Diet Pepsi were six cans of Dr. Pepper.

For me.

“I made a quick call.  Emily’s sleeping soundly.  If you’d like, I can sneak you up there.”

“Would you?” I asked quickly, turning around, genuinely touched by her kindness and concern.

“Of course,” she said, leaning in to take a better look at the picture I had been holding.  “I know it’s hard to imagine, but there are many, many families in your situation.  I’ve had to help more husbands than you would know get through this.  She misses you, you know.  I can see it.  We all can.”

“Somehow I doubt that,” I said, beginning to stand, but faltering when she continued.

“Postpartum depression doesn’t just affect the mother; it effects the entire family.  And many marriages don’t survive, especially those who don’t seek counseling.”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“I know I can talk about this with you... I... just checked,” she said, holding a file in her hand.  “She’d signed a form long ago allowing me to discuss all aspects of her care, her diagnosis, everything with you.  She never changed it.  Not even with the pending divorce.”

“Post...partum depression?” I repeated the words, trying to wrap my head around it, wanting a full explanation, but almost afraid to ask.

“After Emily was born,” Dr. Stewart continued, sitting on the edge of Talli’s immaculate desk, “there was a definite... change in her.”

Yes... yes, there was.

“Some people call it the baby blues, and sometimes it’s very mild and passes on its own.  Just the anxiety, irritability, the crying... those are all normal reactions, hormones fluctuating along with getting to know this new member of your family.  But postpartum depression is much more serious.”

I accepted the pamphlet she placed in my trembling hand, tears that I had thought were long gone resurfacing.

“This is a disease, Jase.  It is real, and it interferes with everyone’s lives, and can do irreparable damage to a couple’s relationship if left untreated, or if the father if left in the dark, and doesn’t understand what is going on.”

“I... I don’t... are you sure?”

“May I ask you a few questions?  To help me understand a little more of how deep this has gone?”

“I...”  I swallowed over the lump in my throat, licking my lips again, “I suppose.  Yeah, s...sure.”

“With mothers suffering from this, there tends to be difficulty bonding with the baby.  I remember her saying that Em was a Daddy’s girl, but I need to know what sort of effort she put forth.”

“She was so tired,” I tried explaining.  “I mean, she... sometimes she was too tired to get up, so... so I did.  It was...”

Exhausting.  Frustrating.  A catalyst for more than one argument.

“...fine, I guess.”

“Fine,” she said, one eyebrow raised.  “Is that normal for her, that kind of behavior?  Did it happen after the other children?”

“No,” I replied.  “I just...”  I looked down, shrugging.  “I thought it was an excuse.”

“An excuse for what, Jase?”

I felt the heat creep up in my cheeks, the bile in my throat as I had to voice it out loud, no matter how much it hurt.  “To be alone.  Or to not be...with me.  But she was fine, you know?  I mean... she really tried, before I...”

Before I left her to deal with this.  Alone.

How did I not see?

“There is a noted deterioration here about... October, I believe.  Of last year.  That’s when you went on tour, isn’t it?”

Without looking up, I nodded.

“Those are some of the classic signs, Jase.  And... what about... her outlook?”

I looked up briefly, confused.

“On life, Jase.  Did she find any... joy?  In... well, in anything?”

“She was just...”  I took in a quivering breath, my voice thick with emotion.  “She was unhappy.  Just... unhappy.  No matter what, no matter who, no matter when, and I...”

I just accepted it.  Instead of questioning it, I accepted it.

“Many mothers who suffer from this also have a lack of sex drive,” she rattled on, “lack of motivation, severe mood swings, their irritability becomes very intense.  They are...well, they seem to be a completely different person.”

I covered my face, stifling a sob, chastising myself as everything began to sink in.  How could I have been so blind? It isn’t as if I’d never heard of postpartum depression before; I knew it existed.  How could I not see this?

“This is where I need your help, Jase.”

I wiped my eyes hastily as I looked up at Dr. Stewart.  “I don’t know what I could do to help,” I scoffed.  “Hell, I’ve already failed her.  I... I turned on her, I... I abandoned her.  I never should have left; I should have seen this... I...”

“Jase, stop,” she said softly.  “You shouldn’t beat yourself up over this.”

“I... I just...”

I took it personal.  She... she didn’t want to be with me.

And I never questioned why.  I just... well, it hurt, so I pulled away.  And the more she pushed, the more I pulled.

Until I ran.

Right into someone else’s arms.

“She has adamantly refused any form of medication,” Dr. Stewart continued.  “No mood stabilizers, nothing for depression, nothing for anxiety.”

“She wouldn’t...”  I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself.  “She always swore there’s no way in hell she’d take anything like that again.”

“But I really think she needs it, and I feel that perhaps... if you could talk with her about it?”

I laughed softly, wiping my eyes for what had to be the millionth time that night.  “You don’t know...”

“I know her rather well.”

“No, I mean... why.  I know there was stuff in the tabloids, but...”  I took a shuddering breath, swearing at myself yet again.  “She was very proud that she stayed clean for so long.  And... and then I...”

“Please, don’t blame yourself.”

“But so much of this... is...”

“Jase, you can’t...”

“This whole mess?  With the kids?  It’s because all that shit about the drugs was brought up again,” I blurted out.  “And I should have known better, you know?  So if I walk in there and tell her that she should take medication that she’s sworn off for life, do you know what she’s going to think?”

“I... I see what you’re saying.  And I have to admit that ever since she agreed to counseling, she’s come... well, she’s coming around.  A lot.”

And I’m sure Paul is there to help her every step of the way.

“Jase... I know this is a lot to process.  Just...if you need to talk, please don’t hesitate to call me, okay?”

I nodded, sniffling slightly as I looked down at the pamphlets in my hand.

“There’s a plethora of information out there.  It would help... probably everyone involved, if you educated yourself on the subject.”

I nodded once more, knowing beyond a shadow of any doubt before all of this was over I would be an expert on the subject.

“I have a couple of nurses willing to help get you in with Emily.  Would you like to give her a kiss goodnight?”

Holy hell would I ever!

But... but...

“Give me a few minutes, okay?”  I stood, pulling her into a hug that she didn’t expect.  “Thank you... so much,” I sobbed before pulling back and wiping my eyes once more.  

“You’re welcome,” she said softly.  “Go, pull yourself together.  Meet me by the pediatric wing in, say, a half hour?”

“Absolutely... absolutely.”

My mind was reeling with all of this information, my own self-loathing tearing me to shreds as I walked down that hallway.  I knew I needed to get myself together before I made my way to see Emily, if she woke up to see me this way it might upset her.  Unless she just decided to take my hat off my head and chew on it...

But right then...

Right then there was something I needed to do.

Something I should have done months ago.
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TALIA
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IT’S AMAZING.  ONE day you pay attention.  Then the next day comes, and the next... 

Days turn into a week, then a few weeks, then a month, and then two...  All gone, all unnoticed.

Until you stop.

Something makes you just... stop.

I was lying there in that hospital bed trying to pinpoint the exact moment my eyes had begun to open, to see my surroundings, to see the shambles my life had become.  

Scratch that... forget my life for just one moment...

The children.  Their lives had been ripped to shreds by circumstances that were completely out of their control.  

Slowly, over these last small handful of weeks, little by little I stopped merely existing.  I opened my eyes to my surroundings, our surroundings, I opened my eyes to the person that I had become.

Or the lack of person, if that makes any sense.

As I laid there in my hospital bed, scowling at that silent phone knowing that Jaden should have called me back by now, it kind of occurred to me that there are literally chunks of my life that are just... missing.  Gone, poof, nonexistent.  But they couldn’t be, since here we were in August, nearing September, so obviously life had gone on.

When had I become so cold-hearted, though?

When had sleeping become more important than intimacy?

When had smiles become uncommon?

When did I stop laughing?

When did I stop feeling?

Why did I use all of those as defense mechanisms, and against what?

I don’t have the answers to those questions.  I don’t know if I ever will.  All I know was that one day... one day, I just looked in the mirror, and there was this... this... stranger staring back at me.  She had dark circles and...and frown lines, and all she wore was black or gray, or sometimes brown.  Her hair screamed ‘mom’ or ‘work’.  Her eyes had no sparkle, no life to them.  The girl who at one time had the world at her fingertips had let it all slip away.

And all that was left was this shell.

This shell that had gone through the motions of what once was my life, ripping every bit of hope and joy from it and leaving the depths of despair in its place.

The despair that she hadn’t allowed herself to feel.

The despair that suddenly, out of the blue, had a vice grip on my heart.

And I could feel it.

I felt it with every fiber of my being.  I felt the hurt, the pain, the anger coursing through my veins.  And I embraced it, with open arms, weeping not only for everything that I had lost, but because now I knew.

Now I could live.

Simply feeling wasn’t going to be good enough, though; I knew that, and I wasn’t going to bullshit myself into thinking otherwise.  But it was a start, a push in the right direction.

And then...

Then this happened.

And I didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry, to be thankful that I could feel the pain of our children being taken away or pray for the oblivion, the emotionless zombie that could look at this through cold, dead eyes and just... cope.

I curled over on my side, looking out the window at the night sky, sighing as sleep eluded me once more.  This was part of the problem with the zombie disappearing.  Now my mind wouldn’t stop working, wouldn’t give me any peace.  I needed reassurance, I needed to know that my children were okay, that they were going to be with their father.  Because until that happened...

I bit the inside of my lip as once again my heart began to race.

Calm, cool, collected.  Calm, cool, collected.  You hear that?!  Calm, cool, COLLECTED...

“Talli?”

I opened my eyes, glancing over my shoulder as Jase Brooks entered my room.

“I just finished my rounds,” he said, pulling a chair up closer and sitting down.  “So... I want to talk with you, okay?”

I nodded, turning towards him and swallowing over the lump in my throat.

“We’ve already done everything we can do.  Shocking your heart brought you back, but it didn’t fix the problem.  Your cardiac medications aren’t fixing the problem.  You already know what it’s going to take.”

“Did you know,” I cut him off, “that right now I don’t even have a place to live?  Not that it was destroyed by fire, but the entire building is closed until the repairs are made.  Did you know that?”

He sighed, leaning forward and resting is elbows on his knees.  “Yeah, I heard that.”

“But you know, that’s almost like a blessing, since... since I couldn’t make...”  My voice trailed off as shame overtook me, unable to voice that I couldn’t pay my rent anyhow.  “So my insurance might pay for a hotel room, until I can go back home.  God, I hate hotel rooms,” I said with a shudder.  “And... and it’s no place for my children to live, but... but right now they’re not even with me so that doesn’t matter.”

“But they will be if...”

“I don’t have weeks, Jase.  I don’t.  I can’t take the time off work, I can’t take the time away from them.”

“If you don’t take these weeks, you are essentially giving them up, giving them away.  Because it won’t take much more before you won’t be here at all.”

I was silent, his words sinking in.  

I knew they were true.  I knew, above every other cardiologist on this planet, Dr. Jase Brooks would not bullshit me in any way, shape, or form.

That didn’t calm my immediate fears.

“Nobody’s called me,” I continued, curling up slightly.  “If someone would just call and tell me, let me know where they’re at, tell me that they’re going back to Jase, then...”

Brooks scratched the back of his head.  “I had your phone shut off about an hour ago.  I wanted you to rest.”

I licked my lips, one eyebrow raised as I glared at him.  “I could kick your ass for that, you know?”

“Jase’s here,” he said, his eyes narrowing as if he were trying to convey some message to me.  “He hasn’t left.  And you know the moment he hears anything, he’ll let you know.”

Jase... was still here?

“No...”  My eyes fell for a brief moment, before I raised them again.  “No, I didn’t know. What about Emily?”

“Then I’m sorry, the last thing I meant to do was cause any more worry.  And Emily... well, she’s the same as when you asked about her an hour ago, and she’s just a couple of floors away. Tell you what,” he said, standing up.  “I’m going ahead and ordering that surgery for... have you eaten anything in the past couple of hours?”

“I don’t want to eat, but...”

“I’ll have them schedule it for eleven in the morning.  And let’s get technical here, it’s not even surgery. You can even be awake for it if you want. But no eating, no drinking, no Starbucks, no Diet Pepsi.”

“But... my kids, Jase.  The children.”

Brooks looked over his shoulder, smirking at me.  “You’ve been married to him for how many years?  He’ll have them back long before then.”

He had so much faith.

When had mine wavered?

Oh, right.

That’s when.

I glared at the television that was on CNN, some entertainment news of some sort, where Bree was telling a reporter how Jase was just beside himself.

I’m sure he is, bitch.

I picked up my phone, dialing Jaden’s number quickly, needing something... someone to calm my ass down.  

Oh...wow...

I... I hadn’t called someone for that in... how long?

“I swear I tried to call you,” was how she answered the phone.

“I know, Brooks just informed me that he had my incoming calls stopped.  Stupid fucker.”

I heard her stifle what sounded to be like a half-laugh, half-sob.  “You work in a hospital, Talli, you know how it works.”

“Yeah, yeah, likely story.  You know, if you were here, I’d have you break me the hell out so I could find Bree Hamilton and rip her extensions out of her bleached blonde head.  Did you see that bitch on tv tonight?”

“Yeah,” she said, and that time I knew I heard her sniffle.  “Yeah, I did.”

“My kids are god knows where and that bitch goes to the paparazzi to flaunt her relationship with my husband?  I could just fucking kill her!”

“Talli, I...”

“And why the hell are you crying?”

“I’m just so happy.  I mean I’m sad... because... because this shouldn’t be happening, but... do you... can you hear yourself?”

“Um... yeah.  And I think that if I don’t keep my voice down everyone on this floor will hear me, too.  Oh!  Brooks scheduled that thingy for eleven tomorrow morning, but if the kids aren’t with Jase by then he can kiss my ass, and... what?”

I couldn’t continue as she sobbed and I heard Pete in the background asking what was wrong, what else had happened.

“Listen, don’t sweat you not being here, okay?” I said, suddenly feeling guilty for dumping all of this on her.   “You stay put, take care of he-who-has-yet-to-be-named and yourself.  I’m fine; don’t...”

“...worry about you, oh fuck, Talli, I’ve missed you.”

I blinked several times at her answer.  “Um... you just saw me, what... a couple days ago?”

“And... and I did see you, I saw glimpses of you, and... what happened?  Where did my best friend go, and... and what brought her back?”

I bit my bottom lip as I contemplated not if, but how I should tell her.  

“Talli?”

But right then I was unable to say anything.

My eyes were fixated on a figure filling my doorway, his kaleidoscope eyes a stormy gray as he held me captive with his gaze.

“Talli, what...”

“I’ll call you back, okay?” I finally said, not waiting for her answer as I put the receiver back on its cradle.

My breath caught in my throat as he stepped in, his eyes swimming, his jaw set.

“Oh fuck, is something wrong with the kids?” I asked in a rush, sitting up a little straighter.

He shook his head no, staying silent as he began to slowly walk towards me.

“Any news on them yet?” I asked, my stomach in knots even with the relief that nothing more was wrong.

At least not with them.

He shook his head again, pulling his hands out of his pockets as he continued walking closer.

“See?” I said, gesturing towards the monitor.  “Normal.  Completely.  And if they don’t pull their heads out of their asses, then they can just wait.  And I’ll walk out of here... and...”

My voice faltered as he reached my bed, sitting on the edge of it, so close I could feel him trembling.

“...and I’ll go get our babies,” I continued, my voice not quite as strong, his presence making every nerve ending come to life.  “And then we’ll... we’ll fix this, and they can stay with you while...”

My eyes slid shut as his hand caressed the side of my face.

It was heaven...

I felt his arms encircle me, pulling me close...

Holding me to him.

Just...

Holding me.

Slowly, tentatively, so afraid, so unsure, I wrapped my arms around him, afraid to touch him, the monitor giving the pounding of my heart away.  I felt his hands open wide, his grip tightening ever so slightly.

I buried my face in his chest, my hands caressing his back slightly before grabbing tightly.

Holding him.

Holding onto him for dear life.

The way I’ve wanted to.

The way I should have.
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JASE
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I DIDN’T KNOW WHAT was driving me.  It was nothing I could pinpoint, nothing I could put my finger on just then.

I just wanted to hold her.

The way I should have.

I barely registered what she was saying, the questions she was asking.  I could only shake my head, not even form any words right then.  My mind could only focus on that possibility, that sliver of hope.  All I could think of was maybe...

Just...

Maybe.

She was so beautiful, no matter how pale, no matter how sad.  I reached up, caressing the side of her face, just a little reassurance to myself that she was real, waiting for the flinch.

It never came.

She didn’t cringe, she didn’t move away.

I watched her eyes close slowly, her lips parting as she inhaled, and I knew... I knew exactly what was driving me.

It was love.

I was so frightened, so unsure as I pulled her into my arms, the way I should have every time I’d wanted to.  

This... this was what I should have done when she’d said she was tired.

When she said she’d had a bad day.

When she looked so frazzled, so hurried, so upset when she would forget something.

When she pulled away... from... me...

She’s not pulling away... oh... oh, god...

I felt her arms snake around me, barely touching, her ear resting against my chest where I held her, pulling her in just a little tighter as her pulse began to pick up speed.

Sssshhhh, baby, please... please calm down, please don’t push...

I bit the inside of my lip, my eyes filling with tears as she pulled me closer, turning her face in to my chest.

Just like she used to.

I felt her shoulders began to shake, her tears soaking the front of my shirt as she clung to me, the pure raw emotion tangible... welcomed.

“They’ve never been with strangers...”

There was no disappointment, knowing her heart was breaking for our children. Only relief, only consolation.

“Rebecca was going in the judge’s chambers.  We’re going to get them back soon, okay?”

“Are you sure?”

I smiled into her hair, a couple tears of my own dropping as I held her.  “I... I’m sure.  She’s good.  She’s real good.”

“I did not need to hear that.”

I chuckled softly, a sob breaking through, and I held her just a little tighter. "I wouldn't know that, Talli.  I don't need her husband to kick my ass."  And with that, she let out a short laugh, too.

I had missed her... missed this... so much more than I had consciously thought.

“When... when you came in here... you... you scared me, and I thought that... something had... happened,” she continued on, and I could feel her hands twisting in my shirt, just like they used to.  

And slowly, she pulled back.

And without her I felt so empty.  

And I felt her hand smooth the front of my shirt, just like she used to.

“What happened?” she asked, her voice barely registering over my heart that was hammering.

“I should have seen,” I stammered, so afraid to continue, even more afraid to say nothing.

“But at the party...”

“Before,” I cut her off, trying to stay on the subject, get out everything I had to say.  “Before I left... on tour.  I should have seen that something was wrong, but I was... I was too blinded, too complacent, too wrapped up in... in myself.”

Her lower lip was trembling as she looked down at her hands, which were now twisting in her lap.  I wanted so badly to look into those eyes as I told her this, but so afraid of rejection, of her pushing me away that instead I continued on.

“I... I saw Dr. Stewart, and... I’m... well, I’m refraining from the ‘why didn’t you tell me’s right now, because I’m just so... ashamed.  So full of guilt and... and I wanted to tell you that I’m sorry.”

“You didn’t do this, Jase,” she said, her voice soft, shaking.

“But you’re...”  I wanted so badly to say that she was my wife, and I knew her better than anyone, but I obviously didn’t, and... and she was in the process of...

“No, really... you... don’t...”

“I do owe you an apology, Talli, because I should have been there.  I should have seen it, and I should... I should have made you... get help.  Made you talk to... to...”

“You know what they say about people in medical, right?”  She let out a short laugh, brushing away her still-falling tears.  “We’re the worst patients.  Constant...”

“Denial,” I finished for her... no, with her.  

With her.

She glanced up briefly, before looking back down at her hands.  “I know I was difficult.”

“Yeah, and then this happened... I’m kidding, I’m kidding.”  I held up my hands as she glared at me for one brief moment, before her trembling lips began to smile.

There’s my girl...

“You don’t...”  I took a deep breath, knowing the gravity of what I was about to say, knowing the can of worms it could open and that it had the potential of being ugly.  “You don’t have to keep anything from me,” I finally said in a rush.  “Okay?  And... and you don’t have anything to be ashamed of, or... or... you didn’t...”  I licked my lips, feeling so very awkward, hating that I was at a loss for words.  “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“That’s not true,” she sobbed, pulling back when I reached for her.

Fuck.  Fuck, damn it... the walls, they’re going back up.

“I told Dr. Stewart that it was a losing battle if she thought she’d get you to take the medication,” I added, trying to keep the conversation going, praying she wouldn’t shut down.  “And... and you’re going to get better, you’re going to be happy again.”

Even if it’s without me.

“I can’t think about that right now.”

“You can’t keep living in denial, Talli.”

“I’m not living in denial, Jase,” she snapped, her eyes angry.

It’s okay, Talli.  Just let it go.  Just feel.

“Our children are... are with strangers, I’m stuck in the fucking hospital, Brooks has that... that thing that he thinks he’s doing to my heart tomorrow...”

“He is going to.”

“Not if the kids aren’t with you.”

“Talli...”

“Don’t ‘Talli’ me, we made a deal.”

“And right now, we’re talking about your PPD.”

“And do you know how sick I am of hearing about that?” she asked, exasperated, throwing her hands in the air.

“No, I wouldn’t know.  I’ve just heard about it in the past... oh, fifteen minutes?  Ish?”

I regretted those words almost immediately as her eyes again fell to her hands.

“Talli, I...”

“I’m sorry,” she interrupted me, her eyes locked with mine once more.

And I was frozen.

Stunned.

Heartbroken at the pain in her eyes.

“Don’t be sorry,” I said after the silence had lasted a beat too long.  “Just get better.  Be... happy.”

But even as I said those words, I felt my own resolve begin to crumble, wanting more than anything to pull her into my arms again, tell her how much I loved her.

I couldn’t do that.

I couldn’t risk her pulling away even more than she already had, not with our truce of sorts so new, so fragile.

“Shift change,” her nurse said as she walked in, a smile on her face as she pulled her cart in behind her.  “Time for a vitals check.”

And I took that as my cue, the perfect one, without an awkward transition.

“I should go,” I said, standing up and walking towards the door, stopping as I realized I hadn’t told her.  “Dr. Stewart is taking me to see Emmy, give her a kiss goodnight.”

Talia’s mouth formed an ‘o’ and she placed her hand over her heart, making my own heart ache in return.  “Give her a kiss from me, too?”

“Of course.”

“And tell me how she’s doing?”

“You know I will.  Oh, and Talli?”

I knew she wouldn’t be able to say anything as the nurse had place the thermometer in her mouth.

“This doesn’t count,” I said.  As confusion settled over her features, I pointed to her nurse, then the clock, then held up five fingers for her.

This was not our five minutes.

As realization of what I was telling her settled in, she responded the only way she could.

She flipped me off.
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I WAS AN EMOTIONAL wreck.  A basket case, if you will.

I’d held her... I actually held her... so close to me, I could hear her heartbeat, smell the lingering smoke that overpowered the jasmine.  All of the love, the confusion, the hurt, the frustration were boiling in my veins, threatening to consume me completely.  I’d thought I’d be okay if I just... held her.

But I was wrong.

While it put a small band aid on the wounds we had inflicted on each other, it also succeeded in kicking down the wall I’d thought I had secured around my heart.  I should have known it was too fragile to handle this.  

No... I’m sure I knew.  I just didn’t care.

I’d do anything for her.

And then, I’d gone straight up and seen our baby, sleeping soundly in that metal crib, her butt up in the air.  Her little mouth was opened slightly, just a trace of drool on the mattress below her head.  Her freshly washed curls were soft to the touch as I gently ran my fingers through them, placing my hand on her back to feel the steady rise and fall of her chest with each breath.

I leaned down, placing a soft kiss on her cheek, biting my lip slightly as she squirmed, the sweet scent of baby shampoo enveloping my senses.  They must have given her a bath, gotten that awful scent off of her, but somewhere I could still smell it.  I thought for one brief almost hysterical moment that I was imagining things, or just had that severe case of Talli on the brain, until I saw it.

That small picture, crinkled, damaged, yellowed slightly, but held firmly in her chubby little hand.

And I lost it.

I folded, crumbled right beside that crib, trying to hold back, trying to stay as quiet as I could so Emily wouldn’t be disturbed.

It was so cliché, seeing that picture in our baby’s hand, as if she was holding on to the hope, the way I was so afraid to.  I chastised myself over and over as I walked away from Emily, letting her sleep on, sneaking past the nurses who were ordered to keep me away.  

I should have fought harder.

I should have seen what was going on.

I should have demanded that she talked to me.  Then and now.

I should have really talked with her up in that hospital room, more than I did.  I was afraid to, though... afraid that she’d put those walls back up, even more than she’d begun to.  I was afraid that she would push me away, and I couldn’t let that happen.

She needed me.

Whether or not she was willing to admit it.

I just had to make her see.

And help calm her fears... 

I checked my phone, scowling that there were no missed calls, no texts from Rebecca.  This cannot be good...

I was biting my thumbnail as I walked outside, my phone already up to my ear as I waited for the call to go through.  

Fuck.

Fucking voicemail.

“Rebecca... it’s Jase, and I... I’m going crazy here.  Please call me back, I have to know what’s going on, okay?  It was, what, an hour... no, over an hour ago... please... please call me, and...”

“Daddy!”

That brand new cell phone slipped from my fingers, shattering into pieces at my feet as I turned towards the sound of Elizabeth’s voice.  There was no mistaking the outlines of our two oldest children as they took off running towards me.

Is this really... really happening?

I dropped to my knees, my arms outstretched for them, only accepting that this wasn’t some sick figment of my imagination when they threw themselves at me, Michael joyful, Elizabeth sobbing.

“Daddy, we gets to come home!” Michael exclaimed.

Oh... I... I get to take them home...

My eyes slid shut as I bit back a sob, keeping myself strong for them—our son, who didn’t understand what had happened, and our oldest daughter, who understood all too well.

“Don’t leave me ‘gain...Daddy,” Elizabeth stuttered through her sobs into my shoulder.

“Never, Baby Girl... never again,” I murmured, holding them close, breathing them in.

“And... and Mommy?  Daddy, is Mommy... dead?”

“Nooooo,” I crooned, pushing them back slightly.  “No, baby, she’s right inside here...”

“Is she working?” Michael asked.

“No, baby, she’s... she’s getting better.”

“I wanna see... I wanna see her,” Elizabeth said, still sobbing, her bottom lip trembling.  Oh Baby Girl, you’ve probably been crying the whole time, haven’t you?

“I’ll... I’ll get you in there, okay?” I said, kissing her forehead softly, not knowing how but knowing it would happen.

They all needed it.

“D’you mean it?” she asked.

“With all of my heart.”

“Can we hurry, Daddy?” Michael asked, his head a bit to the side.  “I has to pee.”

I laughed softly, tousling his hair and placing a kiss on his forehead.  “Yeah, let’s get you guys in there.  But you have to be quiet, okay?”

“Easy there, Daddy,” Rebecca said as she sauntered up, interrupting her conversation with my mom and Jackie to talk to me.  “Are you so sure you can...”

I pulled her into my arms, cutting off her words as well as temporarily cutting off her air supply.  “Thank you, Rebecca... I don’t know what or how or...”

“Air...”

“But you did it, and they’re back.  And I can’t thank you enough, and...”

“Air...”

“And I’ll make this up to you, you know?  And...”

“Jase,” my Nan said, placing her hand on my arm, and I stepped back from Rebecca, grinning sheepishly.

“Sorry about that,” I mumbled.

“No problem, no problem,” Rebecca said with a grin.

“How are you?” Nan asked, pulling me into her arms.

“I... I have so much to tell you,” I sobbed into her shoulder, before pulling myself together again, stepping back as Michael called out to me.

“Daddy, I has to pee!”

I smiled, placing my hand over my heart, trying to relay all of the love and appreciation I felt for them... all of them... before I ran after my kids, chasing them as they giggled their way into the hospital.
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TALIA
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IT TOOK LESS THAN FIVE minutes of talking to my sister before I wished I’d never returned her call.

“So, I’ve been looking up airfare, and I can be there in two days, okay?” she was saying.

“No, that really isn’t necessary, Lisa,” I said, perhaps a bit quicker than I should have.

“What, you don’t want me out there?”

No.  Emphatically not.  I suffered through weeks of torture after the accident, I can’t go through that again.

“It’s not that, Lisa.  I just know that you have... things to do, and... and this isn’t like the accident anyhow.”  I shrugged, even though she couldn’t see me, as I played with a loose string on my blanket.  

“Well, someone needs to take care of you.”

“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself, thank you,” I replied as calmly as I could.  “When I am released from this hospital, the worst I have to do is take it easy.  If all goes the way Brooks thinks it will, I won’t even need my cardiac meds anymore.”

“I don’t understand your aversion to medication.”

“Really?  Do you need a recap, oh she who is so quick to remind me I was a druggie?”

Oh, I’m gonna regret that one.

“You are so ungrateful, you know that?”

“How did this transform into that conversation?” I asked, becoming agitated.  

“You know...”

“No, stop.  Just... stop.”  I pushed my hair back out of my eyes with my free hand, wishing they would just let me get out of that bed to take a shower.  “For years I have heard all of the lectures, all of the guilt trips, all of the ‘everything is Talli’s fault’, and quite honestly I’m fucking tired of it.”

“Well, I don’t know where this is coming from,” she huffed.

“Seriously?  The whole family treated me like a pariah for most of my adult life, only coming around after I was married to a celebrity.  No one fucking gave a damn that I turned my life around, the majority of them automatically assumed I was back on drugs when I initially got sick—hell you tried to give the damn things to me, hello hypocrisy.”

“Now you wait...”

“...one damn minute you ungrateful brat,” I finished for her.  “Right?  Well, I’m sorry, Lisa, but I’m a big girl now and I learned how to do a lot of things on my own.  I’ve lost my home that I couldn’t afford to pay the rent for to begin with, I have to spend the next several weeks in a hotel room when I hate those damn things, and more than likely without my children. The last fucking thing I’m going to do in the midst of all of this is listen to what a horrible human being that I am and having the fact that I’m bound for hell
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