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For Lala, Poppy, and London



Hoarding Names

In terms of upbringing, my wife, Lala, and I led mirror lives as children. I grew up with three brothers in New York and Connecticut with my dad, while Lala was raised in Colorado and Wyoming with a trio of sisters and her mother. Even though we’ve known each other for fifteen years, there are still many things I do not understand about Lala or the female species in general. I believe some simple concepts can be taught to men, such as the length of the menstruation cycle or the appreciation of a closetful of narrow footwear; we can even learn to spot and compliment a recent haircut if given the proper training. However, some of the abstract and less forensic female notions still remain puzzling to me.

My wife has been nesting her whole life, even before she thought about having children. A folk artist by trade and by obsession, she’s the kind of person who believes if a week goes by without rearranging furniture, you’re halfway to the grave. When she was pregnant with our first child, the change-it-up home show occurred even more frequently than usual. I’d come home from waiting tables at 2 A.M. to find Lala covered in paint and standing by a half-finished wall, a color swatch in each hand.

“Do you like the Daredevil or the Blaze of Glory?” she’d ask, shoving the cards in my face.

“They both look red to me,” I’d say.

“Come on, really,” she’d plead, desperate for a way out of the latex corner she’d painted herself into.

“Truly, I can’t tell the difference.” I’m not color-blind, yet shades of the same hue just don’t move me in a decision-making direction the way a dinner menu does. My indifference toward interior decorating goes deeper even: I simply don’t care. It’s hard for Lala to believe, but for this caveman, if I don’t trip on anything in my house and I have a place to sit that’s not wet, I feel pretty good. I’d rather have things put away and no dishes in the sink than Tiffany lampshades and a red velvet couch. Except for their lack of underwear that supports, I often envy those silly little Tibetan monks with their polished floors and black pillows. If they had cable and beer on tap, I’d be hard-pressed not to pony up and join.

Lala is a determined creature, and now that a baby was on the way, the choices she offered me were no longer just about tinge and tincture. She stood on the second rung of our ladder, her brush moving across the ceiling in long strokes while her large belly kept her from getting to those hard-to-reach places. She knew better than to ask me for help, however, just as I knew better than to ask her to shout the football score to me while I was on the toilet.

“What do you think of the name Hemingway?” she called down.

“Are you kidding?” I asked.

“No, why?” She paused and faced me, resting her brush on the top rung.

“I’m an English teacher and a writer.”

“So?”

“What would you think of a math teacher with a kid named Hypotenuse or Pythagoras?”

“You overthink things. I like the sound of it.” She craned her neck and eyed her handiwork above our heads. “Hemingway Wilder.” She sighed, hoping to gain my sympathy.

“Where’d you get that name anyway?” I asked, slightly changing the subject.

She shrugged. “From my list.”

I then became enlightened on one of the strange behaviors of the Carroll sisters and, as I found out later, other women I have met. Starting at the age of pretend weddings with younger siblings or household pets, some women keep lists of names for their future children. Even though I grew up in a household where eating in your boxers was acceptable dinner dress, I knew that women had a distinct vision of their perfect wedding, complete with seating diagrams, fabric swatches, and guesses as to which bridesmaid would most likely go down on smelly Uncle Louie.

I had no idea that ever since she was running barefoot in her grandfather’s silo Lala had been hoarding names. She had dozens for girls, fewer for boys (everyone knows boys’ names are harder, she informed me), and a handful that could fit either team or a very special sheepdog. When I was a kid, what people called me held virtually no importance, since all the Wilder boys had almost interchangeable names. The four of us have each other’s first names as middle names and vice versa. My parents had been unable to produce offspring for ten years and had almost given up until my older brother Rich was born. Since they thought he’d be their last, my mom and dad named him after my mother’s grandfather and father: Richard Edward. I popped out two years later, and I got my father’s part of the bargain: Robert (his father) Thomas (his grandfather). Out of exhaustion or distinct lack of imagination, my two younger brothers got stuck with a rearranging of what had already come before: Thomas Edward and Edward Robert Wilder. Sometimes I feel that such an inbred naming process makes us southern somehow by proxy.

Lala would ask me for my opinion on what we should call our child, and most of the time I felt neutral about the choices, not unlike when she showed me swatches labeled Weeping Sky and Dodger Blue. Even I grew bored with my own dull responses, so I took on a more proactive male role by trying to predict the nicknames or associations that might plague our offspring during their undoubtedly misspent youths-to-be.

“I think Bea is cute,” Lala said one day while she rolled Coca-Cola Red onto our antique refrigerator.

“No way,” I said. “I’d look at our daughter and think of Bea Arthur. That woman gave me nightmares.”

“How about Macaulay?”

“Besides being too Irish, it would remind me of Macaulay Culkin.”

“So?”

“I don’t want my kid associated with that creepy child actor. He’s a bit too close to Michael Jackson. I read that M.J. has a photo of Macaulay in his bathroom. Gives a whole new meaning to Home Alone.”

“Jesus, nobody but you would think like that.” She shook her hand disapprovingly at her academic egghead of a husband.

“You never know.”

Our daughter’s name wasn’t even on Lala’s list. Her mother, Beverly, had a dream that our first child would be a girl named Poppy. We thought Beverly had been working at Grier’s furniture store, a former mortuary, for far too long, and treated her whole idea as silly. When we did find a time and way to get pregnant, however, we jokingly referred to the embryo as Poppy, and it stuck. Every other name—Addison, Grayson, Kirkum—all sounded too formal next to a fun floral forename. I even held back from sharing with Lala all the possible scenarios on the middle-school playground—Pop Goes the Weasel, Popcorn, Soda Pop, and far less pleasant things that pop for a girl during adolescence.

After Poppy was born, the name game did not go away as I’d hoped. A year later, my brother Rich called to tell me that his wife just had a baby girl, and they had named her Madeleine with the middle name Joan after my late mother.

“Well, that’s rude,” Lala said, slamming a wooden paint stirrer against the kitchen counter she had sanded only moments before.

“Why? Did you want to use Joan on our next kid?”

“Are you kidding? I hate that name.” She took her fingernail and picked at a rough spot of Formica. “Now Poppy will have two cousins named Maddie. That’s just great.” Lala’s older sister Kate had registered the Madeleine trademark in Seattle years before. “Just think how confused Poppy will be and how exhausting for us to use last names when talking about first cousins. I wish they’d called to check with me.”

This botched title search happened again not so long after the Maddie business when Lala’s younger sister Emily took Poppy’s middle name, Olivia, as the first for her new daughter.

“I cannot believe this,” Lala said when her sister broke the news over the phone. Emily admitted that the name had been on Lala’s list, but she tried to convince her it had been on Emily’s as well. The case is still pending in appellative court. “From now on,” Lala told me, “we are not sharing our list with anyone. When people at work ask you which ones you like or what other names we had for Poppy, you absolutely cannot say.” She paused, and her eyes lit up like the square of Goldenrod taped to the wall over our bed. “Better yet, let’s think of some phony names to throw those name snatchers off the scent!”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know.” She shrugged, then looked around the house for inspiration. Rectangles of colored paper lay scattered on tables like a shrunken game of fifty-two pickup. “I got it,” she said, weeding through the cards and choosing a few. “Rose, Coral, Scarlet, Indigo.”

“Indigo? Who the hell do you think I am, Lenny Kravitz? No one will buy that.”

“I don’t care. Those are the ones you’ll tell all those name stealers.”

“You are out of your skull.” I waved my hand at her.

“Oh am I?” she asked, wagging one spackled finger. “Tell that to your daughter when she comes to you in tears because all her cousins have the same goddamn names. We might as well move to Russia.”

“Russia?”

“You know what I mean. Vladimir this, Boris that. I wonder if they have a problem with name theft over there. I bet you they do.”

Lala treated this name theft business like national security secrets stolen from Los Alamos Laboratory, only a Home Improvement episode from where we live. She wasn’t the only one mucking about with this moniker malfeasance. A college friend’s wife, Margaret, belongs to a mommies’ group. When Margaret found out she was pregnant, she joined a birthing class that ended up forming into a social support club for women expecting their first child. The eight mamacitas completed the birthing class together, survived prenatal yoga, and cheered each other on during the series of births. Now two hundred pounds thinner, the group still met to discuss postpartum depression and sex after a cesarean, staying together even as some members became pregnant with kid number two. They shared everything from husband frustrations to lactation issues and, also unfortunately for Margaret, names.

The mommies’ group had gathered at a new restaurant in town to celebrate Margaret and another mom, Laura, who were both due within a few weeks of each other. While the non-nursing, non-expecting moms made up for all the lost drinking time chugging glasses of Chardonnay, Margaret, high on hormones, chatted freely about possible names for her second coming. She was due before Laura, so she believed her list was safe. She hadn’t visited my multicolored house or sought the advice of Lala the Namekeeper and her stealth strategies of keeping secrets. Margaret told the assembled group her first, second, and third choices. Everyone discussed the merits of each and quickly launched into her own naming story. Laura, the other swollen one, smiled but remained silent.

Laura gave birth first and used Margaret’s name for her bundle of joy. It’s close to a year later now, and Margaret is still not over it. If you ask her the name of her child, she’ll say, “Well, her name is Jade. We originally wanted to use Amber, but we couldn’t.” Then she’ll drop her head, mourning those five stolen letters.

I wonder if as Jade grows up the unrealized first choice will follow her like a rap sheet. I can see her first-grade teacher calling roll: “Jade should-have-been-Amber, please raise your hand.” Then the obvious follow-up, “By any chance, are you related to the artist formerly known as Prince?”

Lala and I are finished with that whole child-having business. Our second, a boy we named London, proved also to be a difficult birth and narrowly escaped other, more unpleasant monikers. Given our finances, overscheduled lives, and dumb luck in creating one child of each gender, I figured it was time to pull the mucous plug. Why go to zone defense when you survive just fine with man-to-man? A lot of teachers at my school are having babies lately, and the naming process is a frequent topic of conversation around the faculty lunch trough. Not so long ago, I came home and told Lala that I thought Bea would fit the global studies teacher’s last name quite well.

“Did you tell her that?” she asked me coldly.

“Yes?” I knew from her gaze that I was in deep shit.

“I thought we agreed not to share our names. What happened to Indigo?”

“What does it matter?” I asked. “We’re done with that messy birth stuff.”

“I’m saving our names for Poppy,” she said, turning her attention back to priming the trim on the living room windows.

“Poppy is happy with her name,” I said. “She won’t want to change it.”

“For later,” she replied, still avoiding my now-befuddled mug. “For Poppy’s children.”

“Poppy is only eight years old. Are you kidding me?”

“Nope.” She pulled two swatches off the wall, held by pieces of blue painter’s tape, the kind that is not very sticky. “Now,” she said calmly, “which do you like for the windowsill: Jamaica Bay or Wild Blue Yonder?”



Baby Oh Baby Monitor

A few weeks before our daughter was born, Lala and I were busily preparing for the arrival of the seven pounds of flesh that would forever change our lives. We had already made the obligatory trip to the strip malldom of Albuquerque, home of places with redundant and embarrassing names like Baby Depot, Babies R Us, and Steven’s Everything but the Baby. Like every other wet-behind-the-ears parents-to-be, we loaded up on bedding, clothes, diapers, and other gadgets and gizmos that fool you into believing you’ll actually be ready to take that alien thing home. It’s pretty simple: when Americans get scared, we just buy more crap.

My sister-in-law Becky was staying with us then, to help us with the baby. Our rental house offered only about 500 square feet of living space, but it was spring, so if one of us needed room, we could walk out the door to the four-by-ten-foot strip of backyard and nervously pace like a rhino in a Mexican zoo.

The bulk of the baby gear was in our bedroom. Lala and I had set up a changing station in the far corner with a bassinet against the opposite wall, our bed jammed in the middle. The room was so cramped that you had to shuffle sideways to move from the closet to the door. The guidebooks Lala and I were reading told us to unwrap, wash, and try out the baby’s stuff well before Lala’s water broke, signaling a trip to the hospital and a new rug. I opened the baby monitor package, removing the two white boxes from their Styrofoam beds and placing the transmitter onto the windowsill near the bassinet. Lala and Becky ran out to the living room and plugged in the receiver, eagerly waiting like a pair of Thomas Watsons, Alexander Graham Bell’s famous lackey. I flipped on the miniature radio transmitter and gave the sisters a full dose of my family’s cornball sense of humor.

“Testes. Testes. One two three,” I called.

“We can hear you!” they yelled as if they had been just cured of lifelong deafness.

“Help me,” I cried like a baby. “I’m urinating in my own mouth.”

“OK. Sounds fine. That’s enough,” Lala said.

“What is Aunt Becky doing with the postman? Is he hurting her?”

My act grew stale, so we all went on a walk. During the past winter, Lala had become a full-fledged mall walker, padding along with the other fatties and geezers who strapped on overpriced running shoes and did laps around picturesque landmark stores like Hot Topic, Foot Locker, and Furr’s Cafeteria all-you-can-eat slopfest. Now that it was almost summer and I’d finished my graduate work, the three of us often strolled downtown so that Becky could smoke, I could drink, and Lala could scare people into thinking she was going to give birth right there on the barstool.

By the time we returned to our little casita, it was dark. Upon entering, we heard noise coming from the baby monitor. The little Battlestar Galactica eye raced back and forth, warning that our baby needed us. I had heard that the electronic eavesdropper could pick up transmissions from mobile and cordless telephones, police scanners, and passing truckers cruising whores on their CB radios. Like the Three Stooges, we all looked dumbly at each other and shuffled closer.

“Oh baby,” the monitor moaned. “Baby, fuck me right there, yes there. Harder, harder, you fuck, won’t you fuck me harder?”

We all scanned the area, thinking we were on some sort of hidden-camera show, but everything seemed in place. All the shades were drawn, our evening ritual ever since Lala had stumbled onto a peeping Tom six months before. The local police offered her two high-tech New Mexican solutions to the nighttime prowler: draw your curtains and plant cactus under your windows.

“Don’t come yet, baby,” the disembodied female continued. “I want it harder than that. Be a man, be a man and fuck me like it’s the end of the world!”

Our discomfort and curiosity led us into the bedroom toward the point of origin. Baby monitors not only capture sounds but amplify them as well. The sexcapades came from our neighbors, whose open bedroom window was only ten feet from our spy ear. Even though we lived close enough to spit on each other, we’d never spoken to the young couple behind us. Lala and I are not rude people, yet at the time we had an oppressive landlord who, in exchange for low rent, felt completely justified in keeping track of our daily lives, where we went, and what types of visitors we allowed into our, well, his, home. Becky was not on the lease and her stay far outlasted a visit, so we spoke to no one who lived within a two-mile radius.

We’d seen this couple before, however. He was a skinny, pale hipster with a failed attempt at a goatee. She was a Rubenesque Hispanic woman who favored large Tammy Faye sunglasses and lipsticks in the extended orange family. Since they left around four in the afternoon and were so devoted to pleasing each other, we guessed that they worked somewhere in the service industry.

That first night of the broadcast, Lala, Becky, and I huddled by the window and listened to the sounds of copulation in stereo, since we could hear the live action and the immediate backyard feed. Picture me, the befuddled husband, sandwiched between my very pregnant wife and my very single sister-in-law. I could feel their hormones washing over my body, far too confusing for a repressed white guy like me. As the couple started to climax, the heat of our adjacent bodies steamed us all up. Like a drip irrigation system, our three faces began to spritz.

“Let’s listen in the other room,” Becky suggested, and we all retreated to the speaker to finish our program a safe distance from the live stage show.

 

Developed as a reaction to the kidnapping of the Lindbergh baby, the first child monitor was introduced by Zenith in 1937. It was called the Radio Nurse, and the designer, Isamu Noguchi, crafted the receiver to look like a stylized human head, if our heads had brown Bakelite grates instead of two eyes, a nose, and a mouth. The product logo depicts a baby oddly yelling “SOS” to the “guardian that never sleeps.” Maybe my dad was right about kids being smarter back in the day, since an infant would have to be pretty damn sophisticated to master Morse code before he learned to crawl. The tradition of smashing baby monitors started then too, though originally people destroyed the Radio Nurse because it was designed by a Japanese person, while now we smash them because it’s no longer cool to hit your kids.

Just like my father’s generation gathering around the Philco to listen to The Shadow or Jack Benny, Lala, Becky, and I found our way to the little white box of lovin’ somewhere between 10 and 11 P.M. Mountain Time. This couple was not only sexually active, they were punctual too. Our first few evenings we were silenced by what we were hearing, yet amazed at the fact that it came to us without unsightly installation or a monthly cable bill. None of us had ever given much time to porn, but the fact that this smut virtually fell in our laps made us feel titillated and morally superior at the same time. We dubbed the woman “Big Momma” since she did most of the talking as she commanded “Skinny McDick” to screw her forcefully, with laser-like precision and to delay his emission until she was damn ready. Once in a while we heard a whimper from him, something between a cry for help and a cry of pain. A few times I thought we’d have to call 911 since she outclassed him in weight, force, and profane vocabulary.

I was never sure what the sisters were thinking as we listened, but once in a while I saw Becky gazing longingly in the general direction of the bars downtown, her face red and her palms rubbing the tops of her jeans. If she left us for such pursuits, it would have been far too desperate and obvious, and she would have missed the second or third coming. As the newness wore off, our interest deepened from passive voyeurs to parties engaged in a more involved relationship. Becky psychoanalyzed the couple, trying to spot times Skinny might have faked it or estimating how long a hump-based union like this could last. Lala just rubbed her belly, happy that something so obviously rude and taboo was conveniently located in her home yet did not implicate her or the baby one bit. I wanted to bet on the duration of the sex drama or start a drinking game based on the number of times the F-bomb was dropped, but I had no takers. I did start a dialogue with the receiver, however, acting out different parts as I returned Big Momma’s volleys.

“Fuck me? No, fuck you!” I’d shout like Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver. I played a proper English butler, nebbish Woody Allen, and Marlon Brando’s Godfather, asking how I could come in her face when they’d just shot Sonny on the causeway. Most of these references and impressions pleased only me, and self-pleasure was something I was desperately trying not to think about.

The nuns at Sacred Heart would have asked why we didn’t just turn that hellbox off. Because, Sisters, we had a ten-inch cableless television with poor reception and nothing to talk about but Pampers, mucous plugs, and blood-enriched placentas. Besides, I could get away with enjoying professional-grade radio porn with unpaid women sitting next to me. I’d be lying if I said that such detailed and dirty talk didn’t spark my imagination. I’d never had sex like that in my life, nor did I know anyone who had and lived to tell me the tale.

Just like any fan of a celebrity whose work you admire, the three of us became engrossed in our performers’ comings and goings. The couple usually didn’t emerge until three or four in the afternoon, and our view lasted only a few minutes as they strolled from their porch to the car.

“Laid Man Walking,” Becky would yell, and we’d race to the window to try to spot any new detail that revealed character or relationship, or would provide the backstory to last night’s coitus operetta.

“They’re holding hands!” I would shriek, clapping my palms like a little girl at a puppet show. Such PDA was a virtual trailer to another night’s blockbuster.

“I think that’s a new sweater.” Becky had never seen the lime green fabric showcasing Big Momma’s mountainous breasts. “I wonder if Skinny bought it for his love avalanche.”

“No way he could pull that off,” Lala’d tell her while enjoying a bowl of ice cream. “That sweater is fitted and she’s an odd size.”

We were just short of convincing ourselves to upgrade to a2.4-gigahertz full-color baby videocam with night vision and optional handheld monitors. Not only could we evolve from radio to TV, but we’d never again miss a moment of our favorite show when performing inconvenient tasks such as sweeping, washing dishes, preparing meals, or going to the bathroom. Even though we were close to becoming true stalkers, we also realized as Lala got bigger and the due date grew nearer that we would not want that smut in the house when our little angel arrived.

As Lala’s upcoming explosion of baby and liquid became more real, I stood out to a greater extent as the token male in the house. I had done my vital duty nine months earlier, and now I was more valuable as an errand boy, running to get espresso, rent chick flicks, or make purchases that were intended to embarrass me. My favorite was the breast pad, tampon, and nipple salve combo. I didn’t mind the outings so much since our house felt cramped and the weather in Santa Fe in May is quite lovely. It was the last time in my life I really had nothing to do but wait. One day, I ended up going to a local café for sandwiches and coffee. The long line sloped down to the raised counter and the cement floor was slick, having just been mopped after a soy chai latte spill. The dozen of us in line studied the menu and shuffled our feet, not wanting to slip on the wet surface. Lala is a picky eater by nature, and when she was pregnant her tastes became even more particular. Deep in a burrito-versus-panini dilemma, I was surprised when it was my turn to order. I looked up, and there was Big Momma manhandling the register with long manicured nails. Her hair had been whipped up into a bouquet of curls, her shirt opened to reveal a highway of cleavage.

“May I help you?” Her lips, moistened with a shade of burnt sienna, beckoned. All the raunchy dominatrix language flooded my ears, the many and varied positions my imagination had created, providing a film for my saucy soundtrack. I saw her looming over me naked, big lips and breasts telling this stupid white fucker not to come or she’d slit my throat with a dull bread knife. I was struck dumb by my own self-imposed pressure.

“It’s been so long,” I said mistakenly. The plastic menu trembled in my hands.

“Excuse me?” she asked, her tone changing from friendly to angry. Like my favorite song, I recognized the chord progression from her many nightly performances. She always started off sweetly employing whispers and baby talk, but by the end of their session, she was threatening to fuck the spleen right out of poor Skinny.

“I’ve waited so long in line,” I said, trying to cover my panic. I thought of the safe distance the clean white speaker provided in our living room, curtains drawn, Becky and Lala, my legitimizing bodyguards, nicely by my side.

“I’m having a hard time deciding,” I said, shuffling backward toward the exit. “Do you take orders over the phone? That might work better for me.”



Papa Pia

Our daughter Poppy was barely a month old and our lives seemed relatively easy after a difficult birth. We lived in a cheap four-room adobe on Galisteo Street in Santa Fe, about five blocks south of the plaza. It was summertime, and Poppy (and parenthood, for that matter) meshed into our lives without much fuss. Although she wasn’t a great sleeper, she wasn’t much of a crier, so we considered that, as they say in Vegas, a push. After a month of staying close to home, Poppy either in the bassinet near our bed or in her Moses basket in the living room, we thought we would drive the hour south to Albuquerque for the weekend to shop for needed baby items and to celebrate Lala’s thirty-third birthday. This parenthood thing, we decided with no apparent objection from the baby, was not as hard as people warned us it would be.

We dropped our bags off at the Hampton Inn and went to the Macaroni Grill for dinner, based on another couple-with-child’s recommendation. The Macaroni Grill is a chain restaurant and, like many franchises of the sort, tries desperately not to look like a chain. Under high ceilings, side tables host clusters of wine bottles, sheets of butcher paper cover white tablecloths, fancy lights twinkle over the bar, and some retired man dressed in a cravat sings the CliffsNotes of arias at your table. It’s a big restaurant—and loud, with clinking glasses and the voices of tourists, locals, and the occasional soccer team mixing together in the steamy air above your penne rustica. After an obligatory wait and a little black box vibrating us back to the hostess stand, we were seated in a room off the main hall where both the lights and noise were dimmer. I dropped Poppy, still restrained in her car seat, on a spare chair while Lala and I scanned the menu. My brother-in-law takes this kind of place public, so I know that in order to calculate potential profitability, every aspect of the business needs to be uniform—food, ambience, and service. Our waitress greeted us the way she greeted all her tables, the same way a waitress at the Macaroni Grill in Omaha greeted hers—a canned smile and a multimedia introduction. Our server was named Violet and she wrote her name on our butcher paper, upside down for her, right side up for us, a trick she embellished with a line underneath her name and a star over the i, all in crimson Crayola. I allowed this pat intro to enter as funny and cute because my brain was still freshly drunk on fatherhood. I ordered a badly missed beer and the pasta special, which had something vaguely to do with food from the sea. I don’t recall what Lala ordered. I do know that she’s smart enough not to order seafood at a chain restaurant in a high desert climate.

After Violet scurried away, a noise bubbled from the car seat, followed by a deeper tone, matching the belting baritone of the opera singer in the main room. I nobly offered to change my daughter because I desperately wanted to be a father who did such things in public places, and besides, it was my wife’s birthday and she had been breast-feeding this kid for twenty-eight days straight. I grabbed Poppy and the diaper bag and wound my way through the tray stands and ferns made from shiny green plastic to the men’s room, a black-and-white affair. Anyone who has children knows that changing tables are reserved for women’s lavatories and the male bathrooms in only the most enlightened of airports in faraway places like Seattle and Vancouver. I considered my options—the floor was too unseemly and slick with a mystery liquid, the toilets small and potentially risky. The only place that seemed remotely possible was the sink—two basins side by side sunk in faux marble. Sometimes, when teaching writing, I ask my students to look at the negative space—the area in the middle of two people, say, or the gap between who we are and who we think we are. I saw a space that snaked between those two sinks, so I positioned Poppy in a slight curve so that her head was on the edge of the left-hand basin and her legs almost dropped into the one on the right. Man of men, I was proud of myself.

Over the loudspeaker in the bathrooms, an unnamed narrator with a smoky voice whispered a language lesson—the Italian word, then the English: ciao, hello…bene, well…grazie, thank you…la cucina, kitchen. This audio instruction is designed to add to the authenticity of the place, since the closest any of the Albuquerque employees has come to Italy is watching the movie Gladiator. On this most promising night, I viewed the lessons as multicultural, adding a bit of flavor to my own heroic journey. When I opened Poppy’s diaper, I saw that indeed business had been transacted on the trading floor. As I reached down for an unscented wipe from the diaper bag, she exploded. It was as if a lunchbag full of mustard had been shot from a speargun. The shit sprayed the mirror, the wall, her legs, and up and down my left arm. This was how bad it was: I could not see the face of my watch. I started to sweat. Grabbing an inch of wipes, I scrubbed and dabbed and scraped her body and clothes. Just as I thought my little Mount St. Helens lay dormant, she erupted again, and this time I was a witness to this most unnatural phenomenon. The gunk discharged from her like a Super Soaker full of pureed yams. The loop of Italian lessons finished its first cycle and then repeated, taunting me: la casa, house…la stanza, room…la finestra, window.

Now here is where we put the men into the men’s room. Two salesmen entered, their vocation obvious from their attire: oddly patterned polo shirts and pressed khakis with cell phones clipped neatly to their belts. One had sandy hair and a thick mustache. The other’s flattop was as black as a crow’s wing. They chatted nicely, obviously at dinner with their wives. I am dripping with sweat, tap water, and unscented-wipe juice and I pray these are Real Men, the kind that watch eight hours of football on Sunday in their La-Z-Boys, the kind that use their teeth to open almost anything, the kind that don’t wash their hands. I pray for this stereotype-made-flesh even though I’m a dedicated hand washer. In fact, in graduate school, I told my classmates about a faculty member who didn’t wash his hands after using the urinal, and they never looked at the piss-poor poet the same way again. At the Macaroni, I was frantically wiping, but the mess seemed to be getting worse. Poppy’s temperament darkened as her head lolled back into the sink. I don’t need to tell you that the two men behind me were some sort of hand-hygiene freaks.

“Hey, buddy,” they called.

I ignored them.

“Hey, buddy.” (Why do guys call each other buddy? Is it like when my female students call each other “bro”?) They both nodded toward me. “We need to wash our hands,” they said.

I glared at them, not in their faces but in the mirror image, as if they were tellers in a drive-up window and I was closing my checking account. They waited and I scrubbed, a sanitary standoff. Above us, the speakers rattled off Italian words and phrases, including the obscenely ironic “Where is the bathroom?” Exasperated, they turned to each other, one muttered a profanity, and they left. I breathed heavily, though not happily, and Poppy crapped again—not as much mass but equal force, a raspy Bronx cheer that sprayed the inside of her legs and the edge of the mirror. Men and boys pulsed into the room in clumps. Some saw my crime scene—a sweaty father buffing a wet baby—and left. One older man with spectacles waited patiently against the wall as if what I was doing would only be a minute and he would be pleasant and polite. Using my full store of wipes, I finally removed any visual traces of excrement. My lovely daughter shivered like a shaved rat. She was cranky from all my chiropractic movements keeping her from falling into either the basin or onto the floor. I figured I would strip her, maybe dangle her under the hand dryer for a minute to warm her up, and then change her into the extra set of clothes we so diligently kept in the side pocket of her quilted diaper bag. The end was near. I was sure of it.

The wallflower smiled at me, the kind of tentative smile you give your mechanic as he fixes your car. I reached into the diaper bag and took quick inventory: bottle, wipe box, diapers, teether. No clothes. Nothing. In a flash, I remembered unpacking everything back at the hotel and saw the onesie, booties, and cute little sweater knitted for her by a student’s mother—all on the bed in a neat little pile. That’s when I lost it. “Give me a fucking break,” I, the doomed dad, yelled to the disembodied voice of the Italian teacher who was still instructing me on goodbye, ciao, and hello, ciao. When I screamed, the wallflower jumped out of his Rockports and shot me a look that I’m sure most violent criminals have seen at least once before they are sent up the river. Then I thought, Why didn’t he offer to help? Why didn’t any of these men? If this were the women’s room, Poppy would have been fed, comforted, and swaddled in the extra clothes that someone would have had in her oversized purse for such an occasion. Probably would have bought us dinner as well. All I got from my brethren was profanity, impatience, and denial. No wonder wives get sick of their husbands. We just don’t care.

At Macaroni Grill there were no Italian words for “Help me, God and baby Jesus” or “Why did we ever leave home?” There was no Roman equivalent for “give up,” which is what I did. I left Poppy in her wetsuit and I wiped myself down with soap, water, and scratchy paper towels. We looked like two drowned cats. Defeated, I left my Italian gulag and limped back to our table, a no-longer-unscented wipe stuck to the bottom of my shoe. By the gape of her jaw, I could tell Lala saw us coming. This was not her vision of the perfect husband and daughter. On the table, Violet had drawn a childish picture of a gondola. My pasta looked like something you had to eat on Fear Factor, and my beer was flat; we had been gone for over twenty minutes. I held out my whining child, and Lala looked at me in a way that has lasted through Poppy’s eight years and my son London’s first four: Oh, Rob, what have you done this time?

Then Violet scampered up and chirped, “How is everything?” with a smile that would sink a thousand ships.

I replied, “Are you fucking kidding me?” Grabbing a crayon with my free hand, I scribbled back and forth on that tablecloth like an autistic kid after ten candy bars and a case of Red Bull.

Violet wilted and said what she had been trained to say: “Let me give you a minute.” Lala took Poppy in her arms. I did something I was good at: I chugged my beer as the retiree in a cravat came over and began O mio bambino caro, the new soundtrack for my life.



One-Handed

After Poppy was born, I learned to do almost everything one-handed. She loved to be held and carried around, as most babies do, and it became apparent to me that if I wanted a happy child and a fairly productive life, I needed to use my left hand as a nest for Poppy and my right as an all-in-one tool, the kind favored by really clever serial killers and the more outdoorsy of us. It’s not as hard as you’d think, living a short period of your life monodextrously. I could cook a steak dinner and do the dishes afterward, Poppy calmly at my side. Scrubbing pots and pans proved difficult at first until I jammed them against the walls of our porcelain sink (the place was a rental) and created the proper amount of friction for optimum gunk removal. I could make the bed, do the laundry, and iron shirts, flicking Poppy’s drool to check the heat of the portable mangle. Talking on the phone required only one hand, and I still typed with just my index finger, the product of a misspent youth. Opening twist-off caps and lids frustrated me until I saw all the gaps in our hundred-year-old adobe. A liter of seltzer fit neatly between our couch and the wall, the pickle jar wedged nicely under the refrigerator, and baby food could be released by a snug oval between the toilet seat and the basin of the commode. I was like my
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