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Monica Kenny awakened and without opening her eyes reached across the bed to feel for her husband. He was not there.

She rolled over, barely opening her eyes to glance at the clock. The glowing red numbers flashed 4:37 A.M.

Monica sighed, peeled off the blankets, and threw her legs over the bed. She sat on the edge of it, wondering, should she really pursue this with him? But something had to be done. It had been almost every night for a week that she had woken up and found her husband gone.

She stood up from the bed, grabbed her robe, and ventured out to find him.

She walked slowly through the huge downtown penthouse, pulling her robe on and tying the belt around her waist. She took the stairs down from the upper level, not bothering to turn on the lights.

When she made it halfway down the flight, she could see a great deal of the first floor, the huge open living room and dining room, and the entrance to the kitchen.

It was all dark down there, but light from the towering skyscrapers just outside their balcony doors, on the sixty-fifth floor, made it possible for Monica to see her husband, Nate. He was sitting amazingly still in one of the dining room chairs he had pulled away and set facing the windows.

His back was to her as he stared out at the illuminated buildings.

He did not turn around, even though Monica was certain that he heard her come down the stairs, was certain that he could feel her as she walked up and stopped just fifteen feet behind him.

“Nate,” Monica breathed, almost afraid to say another word. “Why are you doing this?”

There was no reply, nor any movement from Monica’s husband.

“Nate.”

“Go to bed, Monica,” he finally said, his voice low.

“But every night you get up and you come down here. I just want to know—”

“Monica, please. Go to bed,” he said again, without turning in his chair. “Just leave me alone.”

Monica opened her mouth to say something, but thought better of it, and stopped herself. She turned and headed back for the stairs, grabbing the rail, pulling herself up four or five of them; then she stopped.

“Don’t stay down here too long, okay, Nate? You’ll be tired in the morning.” Monica stood there at the banister waiting for a response, but when one didn’t come, she continued climbing the stairs.

[image: space]

It took forever for Monica to fall back to sleep, but when she finally did, she felt as though she had been out for only five minutes when her alarm clock started screaming beside her head.

It was 7:30 A.M., and still Nate wasn’t beside her. She doubted if he ever came back.

Monica showered, dressed, and figured she would make her and her husband breakfast, considering she didn’t have to be at the store until 9 A.M.

She walked down the stairs, hoping that what was so heavy on Nate’s mind had been resolved. She needed to talk to him, work on getting things back to the way they used to be. But when Monica got halfway down the stairs, she heard the front door quickly open, and then close again.

She hurried to the front door, threw it open, and stepped out into the hallway, only to hear a “ding” from the elevator and the doors slide to a close.

She stood there, unable to believe that her husband, it seemed, not only could no longer sleep an entire night with her in bed but now couldn’t stand the sight of her in the morning.
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Monica skipped breakfast, for she had no appetite, and headed on to work. She walked, as she did every morning, because where she worked, an exclusive Italian men’s clothing store on Michigan Avenue, was just minutes from where they lived on Chestnut Avenue.

She was the first to arrive every morning, because she was the manager, one of the rewards she received for attaining her M.B.A. She could’ve quit long ago. It wasn’t like she was hurting for money, considering her husband was a millionaire. But she liked the independence, having something more to do than just have spa treatments and shop all day. Besides, she enjoyed what she did, and didn’t have to run to her husband every time she needed spending money.

Monica unlocked the store, made her way in across the hardwood floors, and disabled the alarm. The store was made up like a very wealthy man’s town home. Exposed brick enclosed the area; the second floor was an overlooking loft. Sofas and chairs were placed about, very expensive clothing intricately strewn over their backs as though someone actually lived there and had just left after hurriedly dressing.

Racks and racks of other ridiculously priced suits, shirts, slacks, and jackets stood all about the store. And in the back, shelves of shoes costing up to a thousand dollars a pair were neatly stacked.

Monica had worked in retail clothing all her life, but made the jump from working in the lower-paying South Side stores to downtown when a girlfriend who also worked in retail suggested it.

“You never know. A girl looking like you might snag herself a rich man,” Monica’s friend said.

She was twenty-seven years old at the time, and it seemed as though all her girlfriends were either getting married or engaged. Monica was nowhere near that point, was stuck dating clowns who approached her on the street.

She was ready to throw in the towel—considered buying house cats for those lonely Friday nights—when a man walked into her store.

“Girl, do you see what I see?” Tabatha, Monica’s associate and best friend, said, pulling on Monica’s arm as though she were alerting the girl to a fire in the next room.

“I see him,” Monica said, yanking away from Tabatha. “I’m looking right at him.”

They were both in one corner of the store, admiring the tall, broad-shouldered, brown-skinned, wavy-haired man.

“So, what you gonna do?” Tabatha said.

“I’m not doing nothing.”

“What! Why not? The man is fine. Obviously, he got money, or he wouldn’t be here, buying this overpriced stuff. And there is the fact that you ain’t got a man, and ain’t had one in, like, eons.”

“Shut up, girl. Who asked you? Just go over there and ask him if he needs any help.”

“I’m not asking him,” Tabatha said. “I have a man, and I’m afraid something like that over there could tempt me into leaving his behind tomorrow.”

“Just go over there,” Monica said, pushing Tabatha in the back. Tabatha stumbled forward, shooting Monica an evil glance, after making sure the man didn’t see her trip. “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t try to give him to you first.”

Monica watched as Tabatha walked over, feeling that maybe her girl was right. Maybe she should’ve gone over there herself, because, like Tabatha said, Monica was terminally single. And then, the man was gorgeous. But looking like that, he had to be married, Monica told herself.

She got a glance at his wedding finger, saw that it was bare, and wanted to kick herself. Really wanted to, after Tabatha threw her head back laughing, dropped a flirtatious hand on one of his broad shoulders, then shot a look back at Monica that said: Told you. Shoulda came over here yourself.

Oh well, Monica thought, disappointed. She’d been single forever, so what difference did it make?

Tabatha bounced her narrow behind back over to Monica, a huge giddy grin on her face.

“So what did he say?” Monica said, less than enthused to hear the answer.

“He wants to impregnate me…Naw, syke! He said he wants to talk to you.”

“What?”

“Yeah. He said he wants you to be the one to help him with his suits. Now you go over there,” Tabatha said, shoving Monica forward, just as Monica had done to her. Monica stumbled as well, but when she looked up to see if the man had seen her trip, he had.

Monica blushed with embarrassment as she walked up to the man. “Yes sir. How may I help you?”

The man appeared slightly bewildered. “I don’t know,” he said. “Your associate said that you’d know what I’d need.”

“Oh, oh, yes sir,” Monica said, waiting for the man to turn and continue looking through the suit selection before she turned to see Tabatha in the corner of the store, her hand cupped to her mouth, laughing hysterically.

Monica helped that man for more than two hours, and when he left, he had walked out of the store with four suits and Monica’s phone number.

He was a sweet man, attentive and very eager. “I’m going to call you tomorrow, is that okay?” he asked after she had written her home number on the back of a card and passed it to him.

“Yes, I’d like that,” Monica said.

And that was the beginning.

Nate and Monica started dating, saw each other at least three times a week for dinner, drinks, movies, or the theater.

They slept together after two weeks, and after that, Nate seemed as though he couldn’t be in Monica’s presence without making love to her, for he was a very passionate man.

“So, dude got money?” Tabatha said one day while they were folding and reshelving some sweaters, a month after Monica and Nate got together.

“Yeah, he has a small condo down here on Wacker, and drives a Mercedes of some kind or other,” Monica said, as though it was no big deal. “He’s trading stocks for a firm downtown, but says he wants to break away and start his own company soon. And then he said something that kinda freaked me out.”

“What, girl, what?” Tabatha said, leaning in close.

“We were laying in bed last night after—” Monica paused, seeing Tabatha’s eyes bulge some—“well, you know…after. And he was telling me about his plans. Then he said he was going to start his own company, but he was just waiting for the right woman to come into his life so he could marry her, and they could pursue his dream together.”

“What!” Tabatha said, screaming at the top of her lungs. “He said that!”

“Yeah,” Monica said. “And I don’t really know how to take it.”

“Take it like he’s trying to marry you, girl!”

“We’ve only been seeing each other for a month, though. Don’t you think it’s too soon to be talking like that?”

“The man is thirty-six. When do you expect him to talk about it—when he’s fifty? Maybe he wants kids or something.”

“He does. That’s all he seems to talk about,” Monica said.

“So you’re saying, he proposes to you a month from now, you’re going to turn down a successful, handsome man that will probably just become more successful? A man that’s about marriage, family, and is certain of that. So certain, that he wants to do it with you. You gonna turn that down?”

“I guess that would be pretty crazy, hunh?”

“Oh, yes. Crackhead crazy.”

Six months later, Nate did propose, and Monica found herself happily accepting. The wedding took place six months after that, and Monica thought there wasn’t a way that she could’ve ever been happier.

Nate was a beautiful, successful man that loved her like crazy and wanted nothing more in the world than to immediately start a family.

Unfortunately, that’s when she and Nate had their first disagreement.

She had known how eager the man was to start a family, had known that from practically the first date they had, but she didn’t inform him until the night of their wedding that she had no intention of rushing into having children.

“I’m only twenty-seven, baby. I want a few years just to enjoy us.”

Nate was disappointed, probably more than she had ever let herself realize, but he seemed to accept it, and things once again were perfect between them.

Without the children to slow them down, for the first three years of their marriage Monica and Nate traveled all around the world. They spent nights out on the town, would come in at whatever time they chose, and then make love for as long and as loud as they wanted to, which happened quite often.

It all seemed like a dream back then, Monica thought now, four years later, standing in the same store she had met her husband in. Everything was perfect, until the day she gave her husband exactly what he had been begging for, and got pregnant.
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Nate finished painting over the last of the room he had just painted baby blue not two weeks ago.

He looked around him, shaking his head at what he had just done.

Nate set the paint roller in the corner, held his hands before him, looking down at his brown skin covered with splotches of black paint.

He had painted the entire room this dismal color.

Early this morning, like every morning for the past week, he found himself in bed unable to sleep because of everything that was going on in his head. He pulled himself up, wandered downstairs, and just had to think, try to sort things out, make sense of it all.

He remained there till the dark skies in front of him began to lighten, until he heard the alarm clock above him, in their bedroom, go off, and heard the shower water running. At that time, he ran upstairs, slipped on some jeans, a T-shirt, and walked out of the house, just as he heard his wife descending the stairs.

He went to a home improvement store, bought supplies, and once home, called his secretary, Tori, and told her to cancel all his meetings because there was something important he had to do today.

Nate took the black paint and covered every inch of what was supposed to be his child’s nursery with it. This was his way of putting the past to rest, of never having to be reminded of what he once was so sure was going to happen, but never did and never would. This was Nate’s way of mourning for the child he thought he and his wife would have, but did not.

It took him all day, and by the evening, Nate found a place on the floor of the room and had a seat on one of the sheets of plastic he had laid down.

His wife, Monica, would come in the house, see the room, and be furious, Nate told himself, rubbing the splotches of black on his hands. But she would have no right, because if there was anyone that should’ve been angry, it was him.

Nate met his wife four years ago while shopping for a suit. She was beautiful and intelligent, and he proposed to her after only six months. In Nate’s mind there was no reason to wait. He was thirty-six, had fallen in love, had been anxious both to settle down with a good woman so he could concentrate on his business, and to start his family before he found himself getting too old.

Since he was a child himself, he had always wanted children. He remembered all the good times he and his brother had coming up, remembered how he practically idolized his father. He remembered the man telling him, “When everything is gone, when a man has nothing else, he realizes that family is all that matters.” That day he knew he would have one of his own.

So Nate married Monica, but getting his wife pregnant was farther off than he had thought, because Monica all of a sudden wanted to wait three years before trying to conceive.

“I want you all to myself for a little while,” Monica said the night of their honeymoon, when Nate walked into the bathroom and caught her trying to down a birth control pill with a glass of water.

“You’ll have me to yourself for the rest of our lives, honey. That’s why we got married.” Nate extended his palm. “Just give me the pill.”

Monica slipped the pill into her mouth, kicked it back with a swallow of water. “Too late.” She grinned.

She wanted to build a strong marriage foundation, she told him after they had made love that night. She wanted them to travel, be able to go to a movie, dinner, or just shopping without first having to call a baby-sitter or packing up everything relating to the baby and dragging it along with them.

It all seemed odd to Nate, because she had never mentioned any of that to him until that night after they had gotten married. When he asked her why that was, she said, “You wouldn’t have agreed with me if I had told you then.”

There in the bathroom, he looked away from her. She touched his face, turning his attention back to her.

“I’m right, aren’t I? You wouldn’t have wanted to wait.”

“I don’t know,” Nate said. But he did know. She was right. He wouldn’t have agreed with her on that, and given how strongly he felt about his plan for a family, he probably would’ve had the woman agree to a premarital deal—either they start having babies once they get married or they end their relationship that very moment.

That night, in their honeymoon bed, his wife falling off to sleep peacefully at his side, Nate felt betrayed. He wondered how Monica could keep something so important to herself without realizing just how damaging something like that could be to their marriage.

Nate grabbed his pillow, doubled it, stuck it under his head, and forced himself not to think about it any longer. He was married now, he had a wife, and whether she wanted them or not, Nate told himself, they were going to have children.

He smiled mischievously to himself, looking over at his beautiful wife sleeping beside him. He would just have to continue pushing her till she conceded.

Every month afterward, he mentioned them getting pregnant, but was always met with the same answer. “Not yet.”

There were times at night, when he stood in the bathroom over the sink, after brushing his teeth, that he would eye Monica’s little clamshell birth control case, and he thought of stealing it. He would flush the tiny tablets down the toilet, or chuck the whole thing out the window. Maybe he could get some replacement pills. Something much weaker, or possibly even sugar pills. He had a close doctor friend. The idea wasn’t too far-fetched.

But he didn’t want to trick his wife into having his children just because she was able to trick him into waiting.

He would just continue asking, and Monica would eventually agree, Nate was sure.

It happened exactly as he had thought. He did finally convince her to have his children…only three years later, as Monica had said from the very beginning.

After Nate was given the free-and-clear signal, he was ecstatic, and joyfully tried getting his wife pregnant for eight months, but nothing happened. Nate began to worry if there was something physically wrong with him, thought of making a doctor’s appointment to make sure everything was okay down there.

Thankfully, the week he considered this, Monica told him that she was pregnant.

To say it was the happiest day of his life was an understatement.

All he could think about was the child he would soon have.

Nate dragged his wife shopping immediately for maternity clothes, for baby clothes, toys, and anything else he thought the child might need in nine months.

“We don’t even know what we’re having,” Monica said.

“We’ll buy both girl and boy stuff, and whichever one we don’t have, we’ll donate the other to charity.”

Every night, Nate was in bed, sitting up with the lamp burning, reading through baby name books, saying names softly to himself, determining whether or not they would fit his child.

Two weeks after Monica announced she was pregnant, Nate had found the exclusive nursery school their child would attend. Two weeks after that, Nate had set up the child’s college fund. And at a month and a half into her pregnancy, he decided it was time to clear out and paint that extra bedroom in their penthouse they were using for storage, and transform it into a nursery.

Everything was going wonderfully till, at the two-month mark, Nate found out his baby had died.
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Work for Monica was hard today, not because of the effort she had to put forth but because of how much her husband was on her mind. She tried calling him a couple of times at his office, but his secretary told her that he would be in meetings all day.

Whether or not that was the truth, or just a message Nate told his secretary to relay to Monica, she wasn’t sure. After work, Monica dutifully made her way to the gym, not feeling like it, but knowing that it would help relieve some of the stress she had been feeling.

Once she was there, her mind was not on what she should’ve been doing, but still on Nate, so she cut her routine short, telling herself that she needed to get back, hoping to straighten things out with her husband.

After returning home, she stood frozen just outside their front door, her key in her hand, ready to insert it into the lock but unable to.

It was almost seven o’clock, so she figured Nate was home, and she wondered what he was doing in there—that was, if he hadn’t left. Nate had her questioning their situation so much that on any given evening, upon walking into their house, Monica was prepared to find him gone. Not just gone for dinner, or down to the store, but gone for good—his drawers yanked from the dresser, hanging out empty, his home office cleared of all the things he couldn’t work without, his favorite sculptures pulled off the mantel and shoved into a box.

It was just so hard living like this, Monica thought, feeling weak all of a sudden and leaning against the frame of the door, dropping her face in her hands, trying not to cry.

She had done everything in her power to try and make things right between them, but he would not hear her when she spoke, would not relax and let himself be held when she tried to wrap her arms around him, and would not even make love to her when she told him that she needed to feel him inside her just to feel as though everything would someday be the same again.

But she knew why he was behaving that way toward her. She had lied to him when she knew she shouldn’t have, and he had found out.
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After a week of her period not showing, Monica had gone to the drugstore to buy a pregnancy test.

Upon getting home, she took the test and stood over the sink, the little wand trembling in her hand. She waited, holding her breath, staring intently into the little box that would display one line if she wasn’t pregnant, two if she was.

She just had to be, she told herself, and felt a droplet of sweat fall from her forehead and run down her face.

A moment later, the results of the test magically appeared before her eyes.

The test read positive.

That moment, everything seemed fine. Monica and Nate were in love, the company that her husband had started a year after their marriage was thriving, and they would finally have the family that he wanted so dearly. At least, Monica thought that until the day of her doctor’s appointment six weeks later.

All during the morning while her doctor ran tests on her, Monica felt something wasn’t right. It seemed it took forever for the doctor to come back with the results, leaving her in the cold white-walled office, trembling, and worrying about the outcome.

When Dr. Ferra finally returned, she said, “Mrs. Kenny, you took a home test to confirm your pregnancy. Is that correct?”

“Yes.”

“And how long do you think you’ve been pregnant?” Dr. Ferra asked, opening a folder in front of her, looking down at it.

“What do you mean, think?” Monica said. “I am pregnant. The test was positive.”

“Mrs. Kenny,” the doctor said, looking up sadly from the folder, “is your husband out in the waiting room? Did you bring him with you?”

“No, I didn’t bring him with me.”

“Do you think you’d like to try him at work, or maybe arrange to come back tomorrow?”

“Dr. Ferra, what I want is for you to tell me what is going on, because you’re really starting to scare me,” Monica said, feeling a great deal of anxiety now. “Is everything all right with the baby?”

“Mrs. Kenny, I’m sorry to inform you of this, but there is no baby.”

Monica could not believe what she had just heard. All of sudden she felt as though she could not breathe.

“I’m pregnant. The test I took confirmed that.”

“Home tests can be wrong.”

“But I missed my period. It’s been two months. I’ve been sick, I felt my body changing!”

“Mrs. Kenny—”

“I’m pregnant!” Monica said, breathing heavily, sounding on the verge of hysteria. “Maybe your test is wrong!”

“Mrs. Kenny,” Dr. Ferra said in her most soothing voice. “It’s not wrong. All the tests we ran, on your blood, your urine, they confirmed what I was suspecting. You haven’t had a period in two months, and you felt those changes in your body, because you were going through premature menopause.”

Monica sat up in her chair, shock on her face.

“I’m only thirty-one years old. That can’t be! How can I have not known that?”

“Have you felt fatigued, depressed, irritable lately?”

“No.”

“Have you had trouble sleeping at all, felt moody, or experienced hot flashes?”

Monica thought, and said, “I’ve been feeling warm sometimes, been sweating a little at night, and sometimes I can’t get to sleep, but—”

“Those are some of the symptoms.”

“So what are you saying?” Monica asked, afraid to know the answer. “If I’m not pregnant now, what do I do to get pregnant?”

Dr. Ferra looked at Monica oddly, concerned that she seemed to not understand what exactly was being said to her.

“I’m sorry, Mrs. Kenny. There’s nothing you can do. You cannot get pregnant.”

Monica all of a sudden gasped for air, felt light-headed, then saw everything start to darken around her. Her body fell limp, and she would’ve fallen to the floor if the doctor had not rushed to her side and grabbed her before Monica completely fell from the chair.

“Mrs. Kenny.” Monica heard her name being called.

She opened her eyes, saw Dr. Ferra’s face slowly coming into focus.

“You’ve almost fainted. Sit here, and I’ll get you something,” the doctor said, quickly rushing away from her.

But Monica could not sit anywhere. She had to get away from there, away from that place, away from the woman who told her that all that Monica believed true was not.

Monica found herself bursting out of the doctor’s office, running down the hallway, tears streaming from her eyes as she sidestepped and bumped into people.

She crashed through the doors of the office building, bright sunlight hitting her in the face, the doctor’s last words, proclaiming that she would never get pregnant, never carry a child, ringing in her head.

Monica ran toward the edge of the long flight of concrete stairs, preparing to run down them two or three at a time, get as far away from this place as possible. But she misstepped, twisting her ankle, and was knocked off balance, her body falling forward, plummeting, tumbling down the flight of jagged stairs—the sky, the ground flipping over and over again—until her body landed hard and flat on the cement sidewalk. Her eyes were open, her arms and legs spread out wide. She did not want to move them. Didn’t know if she could.
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“Outside of some deep tissue bruising, you’ve escaped that fall without injury,” a graying ER physician had told her two hours later. “You’re fine,” he said, writing out a prescription for Tylenol 4, tearing it from his pad, and handing it to her.

Monica took the slip of paper and thought, no, she wasn’t anywhere near fine.

She cried all the way home, continued to cry once she got there. It was mourning for the loss of the baby that she knew was growing within her. The baby that she and her husband had spoken about every night and every day. The baby that she had grown to love, but a baby that some doctor said was just a figment of her imagination.

When Nate got home that evening, regardless how much Monica tried to pretend she hadn’t been, he could tell that she was crying.

“Baby, what’s wrong?” Nate said, after setting his briefcase down, rushing over to her, and placing an arm around her.

Monica had been preparing for this moment for hours, trying to find the strength to say to him what she had practiced over and over again in the mirror. She knew it was wrong, but she would lie to him. She had no other choice.

“Sweetheart. Please tell me,” Nate said. “It didn’t have anything to do with the doctor’s appointment today, did it?”

How she didn’t want to, but she had to lie to him, Monica told herself. If for no other reason than to buy herself time, prove that doctor wrong. They’d get pregnant again, and he’d never find out about any of this, Monica had to trust. And then with as much sincerity as she could manufacture, Monica said, “I didn’t get to the appointment. I had an accident.”

“Are you okay?” Nate said, moving closer to her, grabbing her by her shoulders.

A tear spilled from her eye. “I’m fine. But our baby…”

Nate’s eyes widened, his grip tightening on her.

“…our baby died.”
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Now, as Monica stood outside her door, wiped tears from her face, she told herself that she and her husband would get through this. It would take some time and understanding, but they would make it through.

Monica unlocked the door and walked in.

Her nose was immediately assaulted by the smell of paint fumes, and she wondered what was going on.

She set her purse on the table by the door and called out her husband’s name.

“Nate,” she said, taking the stairs, after looking around on the first level and finding nothing. Maybe her husband was getting some work done, but she couldn’t imagine what kind of work, and why.

On the second floor, Monica turned the corner, the smell even stronger now. She walked down the hall, saw the nursery door open, and when she walked in, she could not believe what she saw before her. Everything was painted black, the floorboards, the crown molding, even the ceiling.

Nate sat in the center of the room, wearing old jeans and a torn T-shirt covered with paint. His back was to Monica, his knees brought into his chest, his arms roped around them, his face lowered.

Monica just shook her head and wondered how much more of this could she endure—they could endure.

“And this is what, Nate?” Monica said, walking into the room.

Nate did not turn around, just continued to stare at the floor like a first-grader sent to stand in the corner for misbehaving.

“I said, and this is what, Nate!” Monica said, raising her voice.

Nate didn’t respond, just pulled himself from the plastic sheet that covered the floor, stood, turned, and without acknowledging Monica at all, proceeded toward the door. He passed her as he had been doing for the last two weeks since he had found out all she had lied about. But it had all become too much for Monica now.

As Nate passed her, Monica reached out, grabbed his arm, spun him around, hauled off, and slapped him hard across the face.

Nate stumbled two steps back.

“Don’t you just fucking walk past me as though I’m not standing here,” Monica cried. “Two weeks! Two weeks I’ve been apologizing to you, explaining to you why I did what I did. But it’s just all about poor Nate,” Monica said, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Just the pain you’re experiencing, everything you’re going through. But what about me? I wanted children too. I wanted the family. But you won’t hear any of it. You won’t look at me. You won’t talk to me. You won’t even fuck me. Is it that bad, Nate? Is it that fucking bad!”

Nate said nothing, just stood there, the expression on his face mostly blank, save for the bit of pity Monica thought she had read.

“Do you want a divorce, Nate? Is that what it is?”

“And what if I said I did?” Nate said.

Monica was shocked by his response, but knew she could not show her alarm. She simply said, “Then I’d sue your ass for everything you’re worth.”
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Nate Kenny pressed a palm against the glass of the newborns’ nursery, lowered his head, feeling a deep depression cover him. The night he found out about the death of his baby was the worst night of his life. After his wife gave him the news there on the living room sofa, he cried, wanting to know the reason, wanting to know how she fell. Why didn’t she see the stair? Why didn’t she watch where she was going?

It all sounded very accusatory to him, looking back at it now. It sounded as though he blamed her for the death of his child. A child that he had been waiting all his life for. But accidents happen. He knew that, and he told himself that he would have to apologize to her for how he acted.

He remembered shedding tears with her for what seemed like hours, and on that couch she held him, telling him it would all be all right.

Upstairs Nate and his wife showered together, standing in a tight embrace as steaming water crashed against them.

In bed, Monica asked if he wanted to talk. There was nothing he had to say to her. He was angry with her. She moved close to him, but he rolled over, turning his back to her. He knew it wasn’t her fault, but still, something made him feel that she had allowed his child to die.

Now in the nursery, Nate raised his head to look at one of the babies. It was a little girl, one that looked just like he imagined his child with Monica would’ve looked.

Nate would come to the nursery every couple of days after his wife told him that they were pregnant. After work he’d stop here and admire all the beautiful babies. Every now and then, one would smile up at him, and he would smile back, tap on the window, and wave.

Occasionally a father would come by, look through the glass smiling, and Nate would ask him, “Which one is yours?”

The man would inflate with pride, and point to the beautiful child that was his baby.

Nate would tell him how his day was coming soon—“My wife is pregnant right now!”—and how they should be expecting in about six months.

Every man that he had spoken to told Nate that seeing his child for the first time was like a religious experience, like being reborn himself.

Nate would ask if they could further describe that feeling, and they would make meager attempts, but they always said something like, “It’s beyond description. I can’t explain it. But you’ll see for yourself.”

Nate would nod his head in anticipation, knowing that was true.

But that wasn’t the case anymore. His wife would never have children, and Nate would never experience that feeling.

He remembered her telling him that night that everything would be all right. That they would get pregnant again, that she would give him the children that he always wanted. But that wasn’t true either.

It was all a lie.

He remembered coming home after lunch two days later, feeling sick. He lay across the living room couch, trying not to think of his dead baby, but he could not stop himself.

He shut his eyes tight, tried to focus on something more pleasant, when the phone rang.

“Hello,” Nate said, sounding annoyed. “Yes, Monica Kenny lives here.” He stood up from the couch, concern on his face, after hearing what the woman on the other end asked him. “What do you mean? Appointment for what? Are you sure?”

The woman gave him some personal information.

“Yes, that is our address. Tomorrow, with Dr. Michaels. Yes, I’ll be sure and tell her. Thank you,” Nate said, hanging up the phone. He grabbed a pen and scrap of paper, and wrote down the information he was just given.

He waited till Monica got off work, until she walked in the door. She appeared startled, finding him there, standing by the sofa.

“Sweetheart,” Monica said a bit shaken, “I didn’t think you’d—”

“Who is Dr. Michaels?”

“Dr. who? What are you talking about?” Monica said, acting as though she had no idea.

“Dr. Michaels,” Nate said, walking toward her, the slip of paper in his hand. “At the Ravenswood Fertility Clinic. Someone from there called today, wanted to confirm your appointment for tomorrow at nine A.M.,” Nate said, holding out the paper for her to take.

Monica took it, looked at it as though the information there meant nothing to her.

“Tell me why, if you just had a miscarriage, would you be making an appointment to see a fertility specialist?”

Monica tried to continue like she didn’t know what he was talking about, but Nate would not allow that.

“Fine,” he said, walking to the phone, picking it up, putting it to his ear. “If you don’t tell me, I’ll call and find out from them.”

Monica stood there, watching him as though he was bluffing.

“The number for the Ravenswood Fertility Clinic, please,” Nate said, after reaching information.

Still Monica said nothing.

“Thank you,” Nate said, jotting a number down on the pad next to the phone.

He looked over at his wife as he dialed the number for the clinic.

“Yes,” he said. “May I speak with a Dr. Michaels, please?”

“Okay!” Monica finally said as she ran toward him, pulling the phone from his ear.

Tears ran down her face as Monica admitted that she did really fall, but she didn’t have a miscarriage. The doctor told her that she was never really pregnant. She said that she would never have children, that she could never get pregnant again.

Monica was sobbing so much that Nate could barely make out what she was saying.

He felt as though he wanted to put his arms around her, comfort her, but he was far too angry because of the lies she had told him.

She smeared the tears from her face, looking up sadly at her husband.

“I knew she wasn’t right. She couldn’t have been. I felt our baby inside me. I had to get a second opinion, and I didn’t want to tell you anything until I knew the truth. That’s why I lied to you,” Monica said, tears still streaming down her face as she reached out to Nate. “I’m so sorry. I just needed to know the truth.”

Nate leaned away from her attempts to hug him. He was infuriated. He looked down at his wife angrily. “We’ll go to your appointment tomorrow, and then we’ll find out,” he said, before walking away from her.

[image: space]

They had spent practically the entire day there, Nate waiting outside the lab, outside one doctor’s office after another, as tests were run on his wife.

At the end of the day, both he and Monica sat in Dr. Michaels’s office. Nate had not spoken a word to his wife since they had arrived at the clinic early that morning, outside of informing her that he was going to the rest room, the vending machines, or that he was stepping outside to make a call to his office.

Now, as they sat in the cold, quiet doctor’s office, there was a heavy silence. He looked at his wife sitting beside him, and she looked on the verge of tears, as she had looked all day.

“Are you all right?” Nate had to force himself to ask.

Monica turned to him, looking grateful that he had spoken to her, and she was about to answer when the office door swung open and Dr. Michaels stepped in.

“What your doctor told you about your condition is correct, Mrs. Kenny,” he said, sadly.

Nate heard his wife gasp, then moan painfully as if the man had physically assaulted her.

“Tell me exactly what it all means. Explain it to me,” Nate said, hoping it wasn’t as bad as Monica had told him.

“A woman is born with a finite number of eggs,” Dr. Michaels said, “which are stored in the ovaries. The ovaries also produce the hormones estrogen and progesterone, which regulate menstruation and ovulation. Menopause occurs when the ovaries are totally depleted of eggs and no amount of stimulation from the regulating hormones can force them to work. When this happens to women before the age of forty, it is called premature menopause. Unfortunately, the prognosis is the same. Women can no longer produce eggs, so they can no longer become pregnant.”

“Then what about other methods? Isn’t there any other way that—”

“I’m sorry,” Dr. Michaels said. “Without the eggs…”

Nate heard Monica crying now, beside him.

“How could this be?” Nate questioned. “How could she just have gone through this, without any notice, without any symptoms?”

“There may have been. Insomnia, hot flashes, and mood swings. What alarms most women is the absence of their period, but since you were trying to conceive, and she thought she was pregnant, your wife mistook the symptoms as symptoms related to her pregnancy. It’s a mistake that commonly occurs, and even though this runs in her family, it affected her mother and sister much later. So there was no way that—”

“What did you say?” Nate said, stopping the doctor before he could finish.

Nate saw his wife look up at Dr. Michaels as if to scold him for what he had said.

“Dr. Michaels, what did you just say about my wife’s sister and mother?”

The doctor paused, looked at Monica as if trying to apologize, say that he didn’t know that was supposed to be private information, then he hesitantly continued.

“Your wife informed me that her sister and mother both had gone through premature menopause.”

“But my mother was forty. My sister was forty-three!” Monica said, turning to Nate. “I’m thirty-one years old. This was not supposed to happen to me this early.”

Nate turned away from his wife, faced the doctor, feeling an extreme anger start to build within him.

“So you’re telling me that two or three years ago, we could’ve gotten pregnant? That we would’ve been fine as long as we had done it before this happened?”

Dr. Michaels looked regretfully at Monica. “That’s correct, Mr. Kenny,” the doctor finally said.

[image: space]

And there it was, Nate thought, stepping away from the nursery’s glass. His wife had not only lied to him about miscarrying their child, but withheld the fact that she knew she ran the risk of not being able to have children after a certain age.

What enraged Nate more than anything was knowing that she made him wait. She said she hadn’t expected it to happen that early, and was even hoping that it wouldn’t happen at all. But that was no excuse, Nate knew. He wanted children. He had told her that from the very start, and now she was the only reason why he could never have what he’d always wanted.
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Lewis Waters was angry as he walked down the street toward the Ida B. Wells Housing Project, where he lived with his girlfriend in her apartment.

His anger was apparent on his face, in the hard steps he took, in the way he clenched his fists at his sides. He had been at the barbershop all morning without cutting a single head. He didn’t want to sit around a moment longer wasting his time, so he just left.

Lewis walked up to the door of the street-level apartment and sank his key in, and walked into the run-down apartment he shared with his girlfriend, Selena.

The place was a mess as it had always been. Not dirty with trash, but run-down with wear, cluttered with dirty, dilapidated furniture. Bedsheets hung over the windows because curtains cost too much. Iron bars were affixed to the outside of the windows, for fear that if Lewis or Selena could afford something nice, it would be stolen the same day by any of their so-called neighbors.

He hated this place, but it was better than nothing. That’s what he had when he had met his girlfriend. Lewis was twenty-five years old, felt as though he had been fired from or quit more jobs than he had actually worked, and had nothing to show for it.

He had met Selena on the street, thought she was cute, ran the usual line on her, and a week later found himself in her bed. He asked if he could stay the night, which turned into several nights, and then the few belongings he owned were permanently thrown in her hallway closet.

It was a transition point, Lewis told himself. It was somewhere to crash, until he was able to get back on his feet again. He had no idea he would still be with Selena after two years.

Lewis walked across the soiled carpet of the one-bedroom apartment, throwing his bag of haircutting supplies in the direction of the sofa that he had rescued off the curb a few months ago.

The place was quiet, which surprised Lewis, considering it was only noon. Selena wouldn’t be at work, because she had no job, and he knew she wouldn’t be out, because her favorite show, Judge Joe Brown, came on at that time.

Lewis stepped in front of the closed bedroom door, listened for the TV, then carefully pushed the door open.

Selena was there as Lewis had expected, but she was asleep, stretched out on the mattress that lay across the small bedroom floor.

He walked around the mattress to the corner of the room, where there was a baby crib.

Lewis reached down into the crib and stroked his nine-month-old daughter’s back.

She was soundly sleeping, so he was careful not to wake her as he made his way back around the mattress and lowered himself to the edge of it, beside Selena.

The AC was broken, and it was a hot day outside, but when he looked down at Selena and saw that only a bra and panties covered her dark skin, he wondered why she was sweating like she was.

Lewis quickly scanned the area around the bed, looking for what he hoped he wouldn’t find, then jumped when he heard Selena say, “Hey. What you doin’ back here so early?”

“Nobody wanted a cut. Why you sleep? Judge Joe Brown is coming on. The TV broke again?”

“Uh-uh. I was tired,” Selena said, rolling onto her back.

“It’s late. Why you sleepy? We went to bed early last night.”

“Because I just am.”

“And why you sweating like that?” Lewis reached out, wiped a hand across Selena’s forehead, and pulled back a sweat-covered palm. “You sweating like crazy.”

Selena sat up, suspicion in her eyes. “Why you asking me this stuff?”

“Just because.”

“Because what?”

“If there’s something that you need to tell me, Selena, then why don’t you just come out with it?”

“I don’t believe you,” Selena said, whipping the sheet off her legs and jumping out of bed. “You just gonna assume that I’m…” She marched around the mattress, placing her thin frame in front of him. “What are you trying to say?”

“You sweating like crazy. I know the AC is broke, but you sweating like crazy.”

“Say what you have to say.”

Lewis lowered his eyes, knowing that Selena would be upset about being asked this, but he had to know. “You using again?”

Selena shook her head, disappointment on her face, then simply turned, went to her dresser, and started pulling clothes out. She stuck her legs into a pair of worn jeans, slid them up, then pulled a T-shirt over her head.

“Where are you going?” Lewis said, still sitting on the mattress.

Selena did not answer, just swung open the closet door, sunk her feet into a pair of slip-ons, and headed out the bedroom door.

Lewis got up quickly from the mattress, followed behind her.

“Where are you going?” he asked again.

She did not stop, nor did she acknowledge him.

“Selena!” Lewis yelled, just as she was turning the front-doorknob. She stopped, slowly turned, and looked over her shoulder, appearing more hurt than moments ago.

“I care about you, Selena. But I got to know.”

“If you really cared, you wouldn’t be asking me no shit like that. You should know that I ain’t ever gonna start using again. You should know that!” Selena opened the door, hurried out, then slammed it hard behind her. The walls shook, a picture fell to the floor, the glass in its frame shattering.

Lewis heard his daughter start to cry in the bedroom.

“Damn!” Lewis said, running into the room, lifting Layla out of her crib, and sitting with her on the mattress.

Maybe he shouldn’t have asked, he thought, rocking his baby in his arms, trying to put her back to sleep. But just like he told her, he had to know, and just because she said he should’ve known the answer, that didn’t mean that he did.

He couldn’t trust himself just to know, because he could remember how he had initially found out that she was using.
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