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For me.

Because I can, and, let’s be honest, nobody asked for this. 
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Megan’s here. It’s the first time I’ve seen her in months.

I don’t ask her how she found us. I don’t say anything at all. Just watch her cower in the corner, head between her knees. 

When she lifts it, I see it’s not Megan.

It’s Erik.

“Fuck,” I shudder, sitting bolt upright. My hand reaches for the other side of the bed, searching for Bee and finding nothing besides cool sheets. 

I open my eyes and close them again, rubbing the sleep out. The instinctive panic fades as I adjust to my surroundings. Bright light fogging in through the window, my phone plugged in on the nightstand, the bottle of prescription-grade Tylenol on Bee’s, the empty bassinet on her side of the bed. I vaguely recall a kiss on my forehead and the itchy feel of one of Bee’s wool sweaters brushing my shoulder. A kiss goodbye I was too zonked to return. 

Last night, Bee said she and Prue would be leaving around eight with Erika. I find it’s almost ten when I check my phone. Already, she’s sent pictures of a confused Erika in outfits that look like Barbie threw up all over them, asking my opinion. That was today’s objecttive: find girl clothes in our hulking daughter’s size so she doesn’t have to keep wearing mine and Asa’s hand-me-downs with comically thin pigtails to inform the world she’s a girl. She’s not even six months old and already wearing twelve-month sizes. Ever since she was born a whopping eleven pounds and two ounces, Erika’s nickname has been “the Chunk.” 

Bee always says we’re going to have to come up with something different when she’s old enough to understand what “The Chunk” means, but I don’t like to think about Erika getting older. Not just because I don’t want my little girl to grow up, but because every milestone she reaches is one that too many people aren’t alive to see.

Especially her namesake.

I send the obligatory thumbs-up, knowing it’ll drive Bee nuts, then follow it up with an actual message.

The Chunk seems displeased.

It stays on “delivered” for a solid two minutes before I figure they’re busy driving to a different store and toss the phone on the rumpled sheets. 

When I swing my legs over the edge of the bed, I find Asa waiting in the doorway. 

I stifle a curse under my breath. “You’ve got to stop doing that, buddy,” I scold, standing and tousling his hair anyway. “How long have you been up?”

“Since BeeBee left,” he says. “I tried to wake you up, but you wouldn’t.”

My stomach drops with guilt. That vague recollection of Bee’s goodbye kiss comes back with another piece: opening my eyes and watching her sign, “Asa will be up soon. Don’t stay asleep for too long” before nodding and going right back to sleep.

It’s Saturday. Mom left for work at the asscrack, like she always does. 

It’s my job to watch Asa today, just like it always is.

“You hungry?” I ask, trying to smile.

My nephew nods. 

“How about some pancakes?”

That gets him to smile back. He trots off to the kitchen table where he’ll sit patiently and watch while I throw the pancake mix together. I pocket my phone and put on the silicone wedding ring Bee got me after my real one nearly degloved my finger at work.

I grab my microphone off the nightstand and place it on my ear. Connect it to the transmitter. 

Asa’s voice, asking if I can put chocolate chips in the pancakes, comes through clear as a bell. A bit mechanical, but there all the same.

“You bet, buddy,” I call after him. I’m still getting used to hearing the sound of my own voice outside my head. 

I had the surgery to install the cochlear implant a couple months before Bee’s due date. No, I wouldn’t be able to hear music any more than I would have if I’d gotten them eleven years ago, but I’d be able to hear my daughter crying. Even before all the therapy that taught me how to process sound again, that one would’ve scratched its way through the thick fog like a hot knife through butter. 

I still remember the hours Bee groaned and growled through labor. The tinny screech of Erika’s first cry. It was like someone recorded the sounds on an MP3 player and plugged it into a broken stereo. Just a bunch of robotic, mechanical noise. If I weren’t there to brace Bee’s leg while she pushed, watch her grit her teeth, or hold Erika’s swaddled form in my arms, it would’ve felt like a nightmare. Just darkness full of distorted sounds of my family in pain.

But now I can hear my daughter’s laughter. Bee shuddering when we make love. 

Asa asking for pancakes. 

“Can you make bacon, too?” he asks when I enter the kitchen. 

“If we have some, sure.” I open the fridge and pull out milk and eggs. “Not sure if Nana’s gone grocery shopping.”

Mom definitely hasn’t done the shopping. There is bacon, but only two slices. Milk’s on the way out, too. 

No big deal. I’ll let Asa have the bacon, and grocery shopping can be our activity today. He can pick out an ice cream flavor. 

Asa politely thanks me after I plate up his bacon and pancakes. I tousle his hair before sitting across from him, my own plate full of the burnt, lopsided ones and some eggs. 

My mouth still waters like it did every Saturday morning as a kid, before Mom’s rotation got moved to cover Saturdays. Pancakes weren’t always the weekly ritual. Sometimes it was French toast. Others, it was omelets. 

But after Dad’s funeral, she made chocolate chip pancakes, and Erik and I asked for them every Saturday after the fact. Even after Erik graduated and moved out, Saturdays meant chocolate chip pancakes. 

Asa tears into his pancakes like it’s the last stack he’ll ever eat, knowing I won’t get onto him about table manners like Mom and Bee do. I never do. I just watch.

He eats just like Erik. 

Asa was on the cusp of four when he died. Old enough to know. To remember. 

He hasn’t asked after him once. I’m not sure what all the conversation Mom had with him about it entailed, but he at least seems to understand that Daddy’s not coming home. 

I guess it was easier with his mom. The day Asa was born, she served Erik the divorce papers. Asa doesn’t even know her name. Erik never really talked about it, so I’m not sure what all that situation involved, either, but the fact was plain. She wouldn’t be involved in Asa’s life whatsoever. 

I still called her after I got the implant. Mom nearly had an aneurysm when she found out, but I thought Kayla deserved to know.

“Hello?” she answered, sounding annoyed.

“Kayla? It’s Nico.”

She said nothing.

“Nico. Your...”

“Ex brother-in-law,” she said. “Yeah. I remember you.”

“Oh... kay.” I swallowed. Cleared my throat. “Look, I’ve got some bad news.”

Nothing.

I threw my hands up even though she couldn’t see. A vein popped in my neck. “You know that’s the part where you say, ‘oh no, is everything okay,’ don’t you?”

“Well, what is it?”

“He’s dead,” I spat back. “The father of your child is dead. The kid you gave birth to doesn’t have a fucking father.”

She was quiet again, but the silence was charged that time. An uncomfortable stalemate.

“Nico, I...” Kayla’s voice trailed off, apologetic to the obligatory degree. “I’m sorry. That’s terrible.”

I waited for her to go on. To ask after her son. 

“I mean—” she huffed— “what else do you want me to say? I’m remarried now.”

“Asking if Asa’s okay would be a start.” My face flushed as I paced the hall, past the photos of Erik and Asa’s smiling faces. Mine and Bee’s wedding photo. The sonogram Mom framed. “I’m not asking you to drop everything, but I thought you’d want to know.” 

“Why? What good did you think it would do?”

I opened my mouth, but stopped myself before replying. I could’ve gotten up on a soapbox, asked how she could grow and carry a life for nine months and want nothing to do with it, but I didn’t. 

I found myself staring at the picture of Bee on our wedding day. Her bump had just started to show. She held it like it was the most precious thing she’d ever lay her hands on. 

“You’re right. I’m sorry, Kayla.” I took a deep breath, but held the phone away so she wouldn’t hear. “Have a good day.”

Asa knows he doesn’t have a mother like his peers do. Mom’s been worried about him going to school, thinking the other kids are ostracizing him, but for right now, he doesn’t seem to have a problem. He just eats his pancakes and watches cartoons on Saturday mornings like any other five-year-old. 

“You done, bud?” I ask him now, standing with my own empty plate and hoping he’ll say yes. There’s half a strip of bacon left and I need something to get the burnt pancake taste out of my mouth.

He eats it in one bite. “I am now.”

Just like Erik. 

I wolf down the remnants of his pancakes and tell him to go get dressed while I do the dishes. When he comes back downstairs wearing his Spider Man zip-up, I set him up with his Looney Tunes DVDs and go take a shower.

As I look in the mirror to shave and brush my teeth, I’m again reminded of the pieces of myself I passed down to Erika. Erik, to Asa. 

Both kids got their mothers’ eyes. Their dark hair, too. But the noses, mouths, and harsh eyebrows are all us. The two cousins look similar enough
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