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NATE

 My
phone lit up. It was Wiley. I sighed. I didn’t really have time for
Wiley at the moment. Graduation loomed and I had one more exam to
take, and I was trying to study. But what the hell. Wiley was my
best friend. I pushed the button and said hello.

“Brendee’s pregnant,” he
said without preamble.

“What?”
Like it was scripted. “Is she sure?”

“I don’t know. She hasn’t
said anything to me about it yet.”

“Then how do you
–”

“Who are you talking to,
Nate? Let me read some of her recent browsing history to
you.”

“Does she know you read
her browsing history, Wiley? Isn’t she curious to know why you’re
looking at her computer when you have one – more than one – of your
own?”

“I don’t have to look at
her computer, Nate. I wrote an app that replicates the important
parts of hers on my phone. It’s really very simple, actually, all
you have to do is –”

“It’s still none of your
business, Wiley.”

“If she doesn’t want me to
see it, all she’s gotta do is erase where she’s been. I’m not
interested in it enough to resurrect it. Even though I
could.”

“But she hasn’t a clue
that you can see it, Wiley,” I insisted. “It’s . . . dishonest,
somehow.”

Wiley ignored my ethics.
“Listen to these searches, Nate. Symptoms
of Pregnancy; When should I take a pregnancy test; How accurate are
home pregnancy tests; When should I tell my boyfriend I’m
pregnant. She’s not thinking about
vacationing in the south of France.”

“Don’t you . . .? Isn’t
she on . . .?” But all that didn’t matter anymore, did it? Wiley
was right: his girlfriend’s search conditions said it all. I
couldn’t imagine what I would do in his place. I wasn’t ready for
such a thing. I was about to graduate from college, as were Wiley
and Brendee. Brendee already had a great part-time job, and Wiley
had a bright future in electronics . . . But Deneen and I would be
lucky to find a good job with the rest of the glut of graduates. A
baby wasn’t for us. Was it for Wiley? “What are you going to do?” I
finally asked.

I could hear Wiley’s smile through the
phone. “Something perfectly apt, I assure you. I always give
Brendee what she wants. I’ll call you back later and tell you what
she says.”

“Wiley, what’re you gonna
–” But he’d already ended the call.

 


BRENDEE

 It’d been two days since the first test showed positive; I’d
taken another one before I went to school this morning. It was
positive, too.

I’d tried to have a fish
pond once, when I was a kid, but it kept getting choked with algae.
The fish kept dying. I researched it on the internet, read all the
articles about how it was impossible to control the algae without
flowing water and plants, just like in nature. If you only have
water and sun, you’re gonna get algae, despite all the unnatural
precautions like algaecides and water changes. Life will find a way, the internet
told me.

And it looked like that was one of
those Truths, with a capital T. Despite all my chemical
precautions, life had found a way. Almost to graduation, all ready
to start law school, I was pregnant.

I didn’t worry about school or career.
My mom and dad had four kids – neither one of them was a lawyer. My
dad sold real estate, and my mother had a well-paying-enough
government job. I’d only planned on a law career because nothing
else stood in the way of such a thing. I’d already completed the
certification program and worked part-time as a paralegal – if law
school had to be put on hold for a while, I wouldn’t starve. And if
I never became a lawyer, well . . . I was going to be a mom, and it
had always been the proudest thing my mother had ever
been.

And Wiley . . . In the
modern world, Wiley’s knowledge made him able to turn a buck as
easily as members of the oldest profession. People might not be
willing to pay for that,
but they’d surely pay to get their electronics
fixed. And Wiley could fix them all.

I believed that Wiley and
I were in love. We’d been together since our senior year in high
school. And other than a little doubt on my part at the beginning,
for the last five years, everything between us had been as smooth
as glass. We’d met through rather odd circumstances – well,
really all the
circumstances hadn’t been odd. Just some of them. He needed a math
tutor, and my friend Nate had suggested me.

Wiley and I were strangers
when we met, even though his parents and my parents were old
friends. His family had moved away when he was ten. When they moved
back to town, my mom kept talking about my Aunt Amy and my Uncle Alex and their son – Mom kept
saying his name was Willie
– but I couldn’t place them. My mom and dad were
both only children – who were these people she kept talking about?
We weren’t blood relations it turned out, but apparently my brother
and I and Cousin Willie had all played together as kids, had called
each other’s parents aunt
and uncle.
But I couldn’t remember them at all.

And all that wasn’t even the odd
part.

The family history went
that once upon a time, my mother had been quite enamored of a local
singer. She and Aunt Amy and their friends had gone to see him
every weekend at some dive bar, long since torn down and replaced
with a Baker’s. Mom and her friends were positively gaga over this guy
– he was the best looking man I’d ever
seen, Mom told me.

Mom and all of her friends longed for
this guy – his name was Wes Thomerville – all of them, so the
legend went, except for Aunt Amy. He was married, older than them,
unattainable; and Aunt Amy just couldn’t understand why they were
all so obsessed with him. But Fate, not being without a sense of
humor, decreed that Aunt Amy would marry a man that looked just
like Wes Thomerville.

None of these facts would’ve mattered
to me – tales of my parents’ youth had always bored me to tears –
if it hadn’t been for a Friday afternoon, right before I finished
my junior year in high school. Aunt Amy had called to tell my
mother that she and her family were moving back to town, and this
had caused Mom to want to reminisce. She went looking for her high
school yearbook – I don’t know if she ever found it. What she did
find, what she showed me that put me right around the bend, was a
video of the aforementioned Wes Thomerville and his band, singing
some poppy tune about revenge.

My mom would never know
– no one would ever know
– but I had to agree with her: Wes Thomerville
was the best looking man I’d ever seen, too, and his inane little
video from before I was born was the sexiest three minutes and
thirty-five seconds ever.
I felt as though I’d lost my mind – I made a
little ritual out of watching it on my laptop, every Friday night,
all through the summer after eleventh grade, through the fall when
senior year started, through the spring.

In April I met my cousin –
his name wasn’t Willie at all. His name was Wiley,
son of Alex, my unremembered aunt’s husband, he
that had looked just like Wes Thomerville in his youth. I couldn’t
remember any of them, past perhaps a few visits to a family with a
yappy, black-haired kid when I was little.

But my, how Cousin Wiley
had grown. Like his daddy before him (or
so it was told), Wiley was the walking, talking embodiment of Wes
Thomerville, a man in his thirties. A man in his thirties before I
was born. But Wiley was only thirteen months older than me, and
because of an injury when he was sixteen, he was still a senior in
high school. And he wasn’t going to graduate unless he passed math,
and he was an idiot at math. So he needed my help.

This is the part where things got a
little odd. Wiley was, and continues to be, and electronics genius.
He can fix a wet cell phone, a rolling television, a busted tablet,
an infected laptop. He wrote an app that allowed people to
surreptitiously watch others through the webcams on their
computers, and he sent me a copy of it, right after he’d
inadvertently showed me his IP address, the first day we
met.

I watched Wiley while I tutored him;
because of his undeniable resemblance to Wes, he was incredibly
attractive to me. But he didn’t respond to any flirting I tried; I
decided he was shy. But from the moment I saw him, I’d become
obsessed with him, so I loaded the app he gave me onto my computer,
typed in his IP address, and went right ahead and watched him
through his webcam, when he didn’t know I was watching him, like it
was a perfectly natural thing to do.

But Wiley
did know I was watching
him; at least he knew the second time. I never asked him how he
knew – I figured it must’ve been some kind of security trace or
something – someone who could write such apps would undoubtedly
know how to detect them. When he figured out that I was spying on
him, he held up a sign – there wasn’t any sound to the app – a sign
that said, I know what you want.
Then another one that said, Come get me.

I never asked him how he knew. It
somehow seemed romantic to me to not know the details. We’ve been
inseparable ever since. He’s a demon between the sheets, and
through the coincidence of genetics and a dumb old video of an
unknown singer, no one in the world will ever be more attractive to
me than Wiley. He’s also an arrogant son of a bitch, but I love
him, probably way more than he loves me. But he does love me. I’m
pretty sure of it, most days.

But now things were about to get
complicated. I was gonna have Wiley’s baby – flawless,
black-haired, blue-eyed Wiley. All the clichés fit – he was the
only man I’d ever loved; he was amazing; he was awesomely
intelligent, hilariously funny; he was beautiful. How could his
baby be otherwise? How could I not love his baby as much as I loved
him?

The adolescent infatuation of high
school and college sweetheart-dom was about to become the reality
of a family and instant adulthood, however. I wasn’t sure how he
was gonna take it. I realized that, at its most base, this was
really my problem. Wiley would always be Wiley, whatever degree of
responsibility he chose or did not choose to shoulder, for this,
our mutual mistake. Regardless, it would be up to me to take care
of our baby.

I decided that there was no sense in
waiting any longer. It was time to drop this most commonplace of
bombs, and hope that the damage wasn’t insurmountable.

I was sitting in the living room of
our little apartment, waiting for him. He’d texted that he’d be a
few minutes late coming home – he had an errand to run. He didn’t
specify what it was, and I knew he wouldn’t, not unless I asked
him. It wasn’t that he was secretive; he just didn’t offer
explanations for everything he did. He’d tell me if I asked him,
but really, I had bigger fish to fry at the moment than wondering
about what was going to keep him for an extra half hour.

Finally, he walked in, and feeling
like I was reenacting a scene that had played over and over,
worldwide, since the dawn of civilization, I said, “Wiley, there’s
something I need to discuss with you.”

“Wait!” he said, and held
up his hand. “Me first. Whatever you have to tell me cannot be
nearly as important as what I have to ask you.”

There was that old Wiley
superiority. Always in control was Wiley Royce. Boy, are you gonna be surprised this time,
I thought.

He crossed the room in a
few long strides, then gracefully dropped to his knees in front of
where I sat on the couch. Before I could even as much as
flinch to react, he was
holding up a little black velvet box with a ring in it. “Will you
marry me, Brendee?” he said, and again, the thought crossed my mind
that here was another scene that had been enacted over and over
again throughout history. But the ordinariness of it didn’t matter,
because it was happening to me. Wiley, my beloved Wiley, was
asking me to
marry him, and I just hugged him to me, speechless.

“I’ll take that as a yes,”
he said smugly. But it was all right that he was smug. I would
always be his most willing slave – he knew it and I knew it, so his
confidence about it was okay with me.

He sat on the couch beside
me and put the ring with its little diamond on my finger. Then he
kissed me, just the way I liked it, and one thing led to another,
and my even more momentous news was forgotten for a moment, in
glorious surrender to Wiley’s touch. Oh,
how I love him! I thought, like a school
girl. He always knows exactly what I
want.

While we were still curled up on the
couch together, Wiley’s phone beeped. He found his shirt in the
pile of clothes on the floor, looked at it, smiled. “It’s Nate. Do
you want to let him and Deneen know, or shall I?” When I didn’t
answer immediately, he glanced over at me. “I almost forgot – you
said something earlier – what did you want to tell me,
Brendee?”

“I’m gonna have a baby,” I
said, and twisted the ring on my finger. “You’re timing, as always,
is perfect.”

He blinked at me in surprise, his eyes
just as blue as a summer day, then he hugged me again, and as
always, the feel of his bare skin against mine made me shiver.
“That’s wonderful, Brendee,” he stated simply. “That’s the best
news I’ve heard all day . . . It’s the best news I’ve ever heard!”
He kissed me. “When?”

“I’ve got a doctor’s
appointment tomorrow. I’m sure I’ll get all the whens and
wherefores then.”

 


****

 


The whens and wherefores
of being pregnant, I would discover almost immediately, were awful.
I don’t know how Deneen’s mother did it twice, my own mother a
staggering four times. I almost missed graduation because of morning
sickness. Graduation was in the afternoon, but my morning sickness
lasted all day.

I complained to the doctor about it.
She said, “They say if you’re sick a lot, it means you’re gonna
have a healthy baby.”

What kind of insane logic was that?
“Then I’m gonna have the healthiest baby ever born,” I
snapped.

She prescribed some drug
to help with the morning sickness; but she wouldn’t refill the
prescription when I went back, because she said I was taking too
many of them. It was just as well, because when Wiley Googled the
compound, he said there was the possibility of it causing some
irreversible movement disorder. Of course, the doctor hadn’t
mentioned that, but on the other hand, she probably hadn’t thought I would
over-medicate myself with the stuff. It wasn’t like it worked that
well, anyway. I was still sick all the time. Wiley and the doctor
both gently suggested soda crackers and flat ginger ale. Right. I
had a few suggestions for them.

Wiley was offered a position at a
fairly prestigious data security company, immediately after
graduation. It was a huge step for him: Wiley had never worked a
day in his life, at least not like other people. Friends,
relatives, strangers had brought their indispensable electronics to
him, and he’d made them all better, quite profitably. That had
always been enough before.

But now – for me, for his
baby – he got a haircut, bought a couple of suits, and went to work
for Securi-Comp. I stayed on at the firm for a little while, but then decided
to take the rest of the time off, since they told me that my
position would be waiting for me after the baby was born. They
graciously told me that it could be part time again if I decided to
go to law school, or full time if I wanted to continue as just a
paralegal.

I was glad to not have to work. I was
sick, I was moody. If it rained, I cried. If it didn’t rain, I
cried. I felt fat. I felt sorry for myself, out of sorts, a
different person. I woke up in the middle of the night with
agonizing Charley-horses in my calves. Wiley would gently knead
them until the pain subsided. He patiently observed the changes I
was going through, and would occasionally offer me gentle,
internet-gleaned advice. But he didn’t coddle me, didn’t become an
accessory to my misery. He just watched me, told me frequently how
much he loved me, how happy he was.

I was not happy. I was miserable,
though I realized the thing was only temporary. But I didn’t always
tell him that I loved him back. I didn’t love anything right then.
Not myself, not the parasite sucking the life from me, not the man
that had put it there. I was fat, uncomfortable, bitchy, suddenly a
crybaby, something I’d never before been. I often told Wiley that
there weren’t going to be any more, and he said that was fine with
him. An only child’s life is the best, he said – an only child
never has to wonder who the favorite is.

“I was always the
favorite,” I said defensively.

“Are you sure?” he asked
with a grin.

“Of course, I’m sure,” I
retorted, not sure at all.

“Of course you are,” he
repeated back to me, the way he would speak to a child, or to
someone he thought was stupid. He talked to Nate’s girlfriend
Deneen that way sometimes.

It was just as well that Wiley didn’t
want any more children. He could’ve said he wanted ten, and no
matter how much I loved him, it wouldn’t’ve changed my mind. On one
of the visits to the obstetrician, I signed the papers to get
sterilized. That’s how much I hated being pregnant.

Wiley and I enrolled in a Lamaze
class, and I immediately discovered that the theory of natural
childbirth, not to put too fine a point on it, is a mind-fuck. I
despised the hippie-dippie earth-mother types that ran the classes.
I despised the absurd ideas they spouted – one tenet was that I was
supposed to bring a teddy bear or a picture of something beloved
with me to the death chamber – I mean, the delivery room. I was
supposed to pant and breathe and concentrate on this object to help
diffuse the pain.

“I’m going to concentrate
on that needle,” I said to Wiley under my breath. One of the
instructors heard me and frowned.

I was very frightened of the pain. The
two things in life that I could never withstand, I always
maintained, were pain and temptation. Present either, and I would
roll over every time.

On the ride home, I railed to Wiley
about the insanity of it. “I drive to work in an air-conditioned
car, I sit in an air conditioned office. I get my information and
entertainment from a million electronic devices –”

“All solid state,” Wiley
commented, apropos of nothing.

I glared at him. “And they expect me
to squat down and have a baby like a caveman! With nothing for the
pain!”

“It’s not supposed to be
good for the –” he dared.

“My mother had
painkillers! We all turned out all right!”

“You ask for whatever you
need, Brendee,” Wiley soothed. “It’s completely up to
you.”

The final straw came later in the
course. I was six months pregnant by then, and the morning sickness
had finally stopped. But I still felt like an uncomfortable,
annoyed bear most of the time. We were sitting in class, Wiley
silently observing all the mothers and fathers-to-be. Even Wiley’s
capacity for silent observation was beginning to annoy
me.

We practiced our ludicrous huffing and
puffing, and then the instructor told us we were going to watch a
video. It showed the experiences of two young mothers in the throes
of the miracle of birth, she said, as she dimmed the lights. The
first unfortunate wailed unceasingly between pants; she shook like
someone with a palsy; she sweated, she cried. The second one kept
slapping her husband’s hand away as he tried to pat her
comfortingly on the head. Mercifully, the entire labors were not
depicted, but it was still awful enough.

I looked over at the mother-to-be
sitting a few chairs to my right. She was very young, maybe only
sixteen or seventeen. The father wasn’t there; her own mother was
her Lamaze coach. The girl had blanched as white as snow at what
they’d just shown us, and I said to her mom, “If that was supposed
to engender the maternal instinct, it failed.” Mom just shook her
head. Like my own mom, I bet she’d had painkillers.

The instructor asked if there were any
questions, and I raised my hand high, defiantly. Wiley put his face
in his own hand, shook his head. The instructor ignored me, but as
there were no other questions, she eventually had to pick
me.

“Yes, Mrs.
Royce?”

I was Mrs. Royce by that time. We’d
had a simple civil ceremony, because I was just not in the mood for
a big wedding. I had Wiley, and I was gonna have his baby – what
did I need with a big wedding? Nate was his best man. We had a huge
party afterwards. That was celebration enough for me.

I looked over at the pale young girl,
then said to the instructor, “Could you tell us, at what point in
the movie the moms received their pain medication?”

The instructor sighed. “This is
natural childbirth, Mrs. Royce. We’ve been telling you all along:
there is no pain medication.”

“That’s what I thought.” I
stood up with as much dignity as I could muster, seeing as how I
was as ungainly as a snake that had swallowed a watermelon. Wiley
dragged his hand across his face, looked up at me. He smiled. I
smiled back at him. “Fuck this,” I said, and waddled out of the
classroom. He shrugged at the shocked sheep – “Baa,” I bleated from the hall – and
he followed after me. I later received a full refund for Lamaze. It
was insane.

I didn’t get to have the
whole Honey, it’s time scenario, another chestnut of time immemorial, as it turned
out, anyway. When I was already eighteen days past my due date –
I’d been pregnant since the Jurassic period, and it seemed as
though I would be pregnant until the last trump; I was huge – when
I sat around the house, I sat around the
house – my obstetrician suggested that it
might be time to induce labor.

That lasted for two
miserable days. I listened to the natural childbirth women
screaming in agony around me in the maternity ward. I caught a
cold, felt sick and snuffly. The result of the induction of labor
was no labor at all – only one entire contraction – and I didn’t
like that one, not one bit. The doctor wrote Failure to progress on my chart and
recommended a Caesarian section. When he asked me what kind of
anesthesia I’d prefer, I said, “Just knock me out.” I wasn’t going
to have to go through it after all, and that was fine with me. “And
don’t forget my sterilization,” I said.

 


****

 


When I came out of the anesthesia, my
mom was standing beside the bed with my husband. I didn’t wonder if
I’d given birth to a boy or a girl, if it was healthy, if it had
ten fingers and toes – I was lying on my stomach for the first time
in nine months, and all I could do was thank God that it was
finally over.

“They’ll only let us in
two at time, Brendee,” Mom said. “But everybody’s waiting to
congratulate you.”

I blinked at her and her
incomprehensibility and looked at Wiley. “It’s a boy,” he
said.

My mother grinned with grandmotherly
pride. She said, “He looks just like –”

“Wes?” I asked.

“– his father,” Mom
concluded. She frowned for a second, then gave me a beatific smile
– Mom had been the biggest, the original Wes Thomerville fan. She
looked at my baby’s father, so I looked at his father, too, my
beloved Wiley. But Wiley frowned. Wiley never frowned. Wiley looked
crestfallen. Wiley never looked crestfallen.

“Of course he does,” I
said. Why had Wes Thomerville, unthought of since I’d met Wiley,
suddenly roared into my mind? It was some bizarre drugged logic of
anesthesia that had spilled out of my mouth: Wiley looked like Wes,
so his son would look like Wes . . . It was an abominable thing to
say. “I’m sorry, Wiley.”

“It’s okay, Brend.” He
only called me Brend when he was annoyed with me or when he was annoyed at my
interruption of something else that annoyed him. “We already filled
the paper work out.”

He handed me a birth
certificate, which informed me that my son’s name was
Wes Royce. It sounded
ridiculous, like an undercard boxer. No son of Wiley’s would ever
box. He might be a Tai Chi practicing, ninja assassin, but never a
boxer.

Wes Royce – not
Wesley Royce. That
would’ve been too effeminate. No son of Wiley’s would ever be
effeminate, unless he was gay, and then his father would have the
best friend in the world – someone that liked men that wasn’t a
woman. Someone who, besides a different sexual orientation, thought
just like him. Imagine all the insights he could learn about what
was deemed attractive in the male animal! Think of how he could use
it all on me!

But either name was awful.

“I’m so glad you picked
it!” my mother cried out and hugged me.

Wiley left the room.

I said his name and opened my eyes.
Wiley and my mother were standing beside the bed. It was all an
anesthesia-induced dream. A hallucination. Maybe.

“They’ll only let us in
two at time, Brendee,” Mom said. “But everybody’s waiting to
congratulate you.”

I blinked at her and her
incomprehensibility and looked at Wiley. “It’s a boy,” he
said.

“He looks just like his
father,” my mother said.

I looked at his father and he smiled
gleefully. I’d never seen him so happy, and seeing him so happy
made me happy. Then a mudspatter of doubt, a big dollop of fear,
splotched my joyous thoughts. “What’s his name?”

“I thought we’d agreed
we’d name him William Tiberius
Royce.” Wiley grinned in pride. “Junior.
We can call him Willie.”

My son,
Willie. How completely
awful was that?

“I don’t remember that
conversation,” I told the proud papa. “We’ll pick a name when the
anesthesia wears off.”

Wiley grinned. He didn’t
really want to name our son Willie.
He was fucking with me, even when I was
drugged. Goddamn, I love you,
I thought. “You’re a son of a bitch, Wiley,” I
said as I started to drift off.

“Aw, don’t blame my mom,
Brendee. She’s a grand ol gal. She’s waiting out in the hall to see
you.”

“Later,” I said, and
slipped back to sleep.

It was a hallucination;
the product of the drugs, and my own jangled thoughts. Wiley didn’t
even know about
my onetime addiction to that old video of Wes Thomerville, any more
than my mother did. When she’d shown it to me, I’d given her the
impression that I didn’t like it, then had copied it on the
down-low and put it on my computer. Once I’d started going with
Wiley – I’d never watched it again since. The reality of Wiley was
so much sweeter than any fantasy I’d ever had of Wes. There was no
comparison.

Wiley had seen the video
once, when my dad had showed it to him on YouTube. I wasn’t the only one
(secretly) that had noticed his resemblance to Wes, and they were
all kidding my mom about her old crush, and her daughter’s new
boyfriend, who looked just like his dad, who’d also looked just
like Wes. My opinion was asked, and I shrugged, saying that I
didn’t see that much of a resemblance. Wiley didn’t know anything
about my one-time obsession with Wes Thomerville and his stupid
little video. No one did.

 


****

 


In the end, we named our son Benjamin
Oliver, after his grandfather. We called him Bo, just like everyone
called my dad.

The morning after he was born, I
wasn’t permitted to see him, because they said I had a fever. My
mother made a nuisance of herself until they found me a wheelchair,
and she pushed me down the hall to where he was. They were keeping
him with the sick babies – that was another trope that I didn’t get
to experience – there wasn’t a nursery full of healthy babies
anymore. My mom said it hadn’t even been like that when we were all
born. They left your baby in the room with you then and nowadays,
if he was healthy and you were healthy.

My mom wheeled me up to the window,
and I stood up. It hurt very much, but I couldn’t see him
otherwise. Another woman was staring through the window at a tiny
baby in an incubator – he was hooked up to myriad tubes and
wires.

“Here’s Bo,” my mother
said, as a smiling nurse brought him over to the window and held
him up. He was big and pink and healthy, with a thatch of black
hair, just like his father. The woman standing next to me said,
“He’s beautiful. Congratulations.”

My mother said, “He looks just like
his father.”

I thanked the woman for her praise;
then I suddenly felt guilty that Bo was so healthy, when the tiny
baby in the incubator obviously wasn’t. “Is he yours?” I asked
gently.

“My sister’s,” she
said.

“I hope he’ll be okay,” I
said.

“Me, too,” she
agreed.

I wanted to get out of there then, go
back to my room, away from the poor, sick little spark of
struggling life, away from his sad aunt. I sat back in the
wheelchair and my mother pushed me down the hall.

Later in the day, my fever broke, and
they brought Bo in to me for the first time. Wiley wasn’t off work
yet, and my mother had gone to get something to eat, so I got to
look at him for the first time, all by myself. He was perfect – I
touched his tiny pink fingers and toes, kissed his black
hair.

The nurse had said that I should try
to feed him, so I did. It was very uncomfortable to perch him on my
belly; the incision still hurt. I tried to get him to nurse, but he
just didn’t want to latch on. He didn’t cry, but whatever way I
turned him, it just didn’t seem to work. I became frustrated, began
to wonder if there was something wrong with him – maybe the
anesthesia that I had insisted upon had damaged him in some way – I
began to cry.

The nurse came back in to check on me.
“What’s the matter, honey?” she said.

I snuffled back my tears and tried to
compose myself. “I can’t get him to nurse,” I said, as calmly as I
could.

She looked at Bo, then looked at me
again, then back at Bo. “He’s asleep, honey. You have to wake him
up.”

She went into the bathroom, and
returned with a wet washcloth. And then, I kid you not, ladies and
gentlemen of the jury, she smacked my newborn baby right between
the eyes with it, like playful boys snapping towels in the locker
room.

(“It couldn’t have been as bad as all
that,” Wiley would say when I told him about it later.)

But I swear, that’s what she did. Bo
opened his eyes, and then his mouth. He took in a mighty breath and
then started to wail. “He’s awake now,” the nurse said with a grin.
“Try it again.”

She waited until I got him situated,
and then left us.

After his meal, Bo went back to sleep,
and I looked at him some more. I noticed a tiny cut on his heel – I
knew it was from a blood test they’d given him right after birth.
Wiley had read about it to me from the internet, along with the
APGAR test, something else they gave him the moment he was born. So
that was okay. I found a little S-shaped cut in his scalp – that
was from where they’d stuck a monitor into him, after they’d broken
my water, in preparation for the C-section. The nurse had explained
that one. Still, I was appalled: here was my precious baby, not
even twenty-four hours old, and he was already cut up in two
places. It was barbaric.

That was when I noticed the dried
blood in his ear. I tried not to panic. I thought panicking
wouldn’t solve anything. If I became hysterical, I wouldn’t be able
to communicate to them that Bo was bleeding from his ear! I gently
laid him in his little plastic box, and climbed gingerly out of
bed. This was too important to wait for the washcloth-snapping
nurse to answer my call.

I walked slowly out to the nurses’
station, and calmly told her, “My baby has blood in his
ear.”

She came around the counter, none too
quickly, I might add, given the gravity of the situation, and
waited while I walked slowly back to my room. I pointed at
him.

The nurse examined his poor little
ear, then smiled. “That’s your blood. From the procedure. You gotta
relax, honey. He’s fine. Get back in bed now. It’s time for your
injection.”

My injection was morphine, or some
derivative; to help with the pain. It was welcome. I needed it. I
got back in bed and rolled ponderously onto my side, and the nurse
administered the syringe full of bliss.

When next I woke up, there was a tray
of food in front of me, and Wiley was sitting in a chair, holding
his son. He smiled at me, and I smiled back. Words weren’t
necessary.

Wiley’s mom and dad came in and they
passed Bo back and forth between them, chatting happily, while I
ate my breakfast. I remembered drinking coffee, then the next thing
I knew, I felt a warmness on my chest, and Wiley and Aunt Amy and
Uncle Alex were hovering worriedly over me.

“What happened, Brendee?”
Aunt Amy asked. “You dropped your coffee.”

Sure enough, I had spilled it all over
myself, and I didn’t remember doing it. Wiley went out and reported
it to the nurse, and not long after, the neurologist showed up. He
shined a light in my eyes, and had me follow his finger, back and
forth, up and down. He wrote something on my chart and left,
without making a diagnosis.

“Do I have brain damage?”
I asked my husband and my in-laws.

Uncle Alex grinned. “It’s the
morphine, Brendee,” he said. “Wiley was the same way after the
surgery on his leg. He’d be talking to us, then he’d just nod out
like a junkie. I’m sure you’ll be okay, as soon as they take you
off the morphine.”

What kind of a slipshod
operation were they running here? I
thought. If it was the morphine, why had they sent for the
neurologist? The nurse came in, and I asked her what he’d said.
“You’re fine,” she assured me.

“How long do I get the
morphine?” I asked. I didn’t want to be nodding out and spilling
coffee on Bo.

“Only for twelve hours,”
she said. “You can have another one in a little while.”

Whenever it was time for my shot, I
made all visitors go out in the hall. My mom and dad, my brothers
and sister, Nate and Deneen, well-wishers from work, even my
husband. Couldn’t miss my morphine. They were only gonna give it to
me for twelve hours. No sense wasting it.

Still I was miserable. I had dodged
the bullet of labor, but I had bad dreams. I called Wiley in the
middle of the night, told him that I’d dreamed that the nursing
staff were stuffing all the babies into drawers, that the doctor
had come in and started slapping me. He tried very hard not to
laugh, but failed.

I was in the hospital for three days
after Bo was born, and I hated every second of it. They had some
concern about a recurring fever – but the tests came out negative,
so finally they cut me loose.

 


****

 


On a Saturday, three weeks after Bo
was born, I went in for a check-up. I still felt miserable. The
incision was healed, but it still hurt to move, to breathe.
Coughing was a nightmare. My back hurt. I asked the doctor if I
could go see a chiropractor.

This was the man who had
delivered Bo. My regular doctor, the one that I had seen throughout
my pregnancy, the woman,
had not been on duty that day. I didn’t like male
ob-gyns. I couldn’t understand why a man would want to specialize
in such a discipline. No matter how educated he was, it seemed to
me, he still just couldn’t relate.

He looked at me blankly for a moment,
then said, “Well, you might think that you just had a baby, and
maybe your pelvis is going back to where it was. That might cause a
little lower back discomfort.”

Was he kidding? I sincerely didn’t
like this guy, and I was in a bad mood anyway. I felt cranky and
hot, and it seemed like I hadn’t had a wink of sleep since Bo was
born. He was colicky, and wasn’t sleeping through the night yet. In
fact, he slept all day, like a tiny, little, blue-eyed vampire, and
like a vampire, he was up all night. Wiley had the new job, so he
was gone during the day. He took as much care of Bo as he could at
night, but I still had to nurse him. The lack of sleep didn’t seem
to affect Wiley at all: he was always as fresh as a daisy when he
got up in the morning, put on his shirt and tie and left me alone
with his son. My mom came by and helped out, but she wasn’t a
coddler either. She had not one scintilla of pity for my backaches
and feverishness and whining. “I was confined to bed for two weeks
after you were born, and Gary was still in diapers,” she told me
with a superior sniff. “This is nothing.”

Now, at my three-week appointment,
lying on the examining table, I snapped at the smarmy doctor.
“Well,” I said, “it’s not my pelvis that hurts, but my back. Can I
go see a chiropractor?”

He considered me for another moment.
“If you want.” He nodded at the screen beside the table, at the
record of my travails. “Everything looks good.” I bent my knee up
and grabbed onto it to pull myself up, and he looked at me
curiously. “Why do you do that?”

“Because it hurts,
Doctor,” I snapped again. “I can’t sit up any other
way.”

Now he looked concerned, and told me
to lie back down. He pushed and prodded my abdomen and asked me if
it hurt. It did.

“We’re going to have to
re-admit you,” he said.

So much for
Everything looks good.

He called a nurse in and she took my
temperature; I had a fever of a hundred and four degrees. They put
me in a wheelchair, and as they wheeled me from the examining room,
the doctor said brightly, “It seems that you either have a uterine
infection or an appendicitis.”

“I’m gonna die then,” I
told him, “‘cause I’m not gonna let you people cut on me again.” I
wasn’t feeling nearly as bright as he was, but then he didn’t have
a raging fever, did he? He hadn’t been filleted like a fish less
than a month ago, had he?

I asked the nurse to please call my
husband and tell him that I’d been re-admitted. Let her explain it
to him. I wasn’t in the mood. He left the baby with his mom and
hurried to the hospital. While my mom loved Bo, of course, she’d
had four of her own, and Wiley’s mom was much more delighted with
him. By the time Wiley arrived, the tests confirmed that more
surgery wouldn’t be necessary: it was indeed a uterine
infection.

“Apparently, someone
didn’t wash their hands before surgery,” Wiley commented
darkly.

They didn’t put me back on the
maternity ward – it would’ve been bad press, I imagined. They
didn’t want me telling the new moms that my baby wasn’t even a
month old yet, and here I was, back in the hospital, due to their
botched operation. They put me in a room with two elderly ladies.
The one to my left, closest to the door, had a broken hip and
mostly moaned under sedation. The one on my right, closest to the
bathroom – I never did find out what was wrong with her. Whatever
it was, it was fatal.

I’d been in the room probably three
hours, and was dozing. I awoke to the sound of her gasping, unable
to catch her breath. I was hooked up to an IV, and was still in
pain; besides, what was I gonna do for her? I couldn’t see her,
because the curtain was drawn between our beds, but I could hear
her, and I desperately pushed the call button. After what seemed
like a lifetime – it was indeed the rest of the old lady’s life – a
nurse came in. I pointed at the next bed, and she went over there
slowly. Didn’t she care that it was a life and death
situation?

There was no Code Blue, no crash cart,
no rushing, scurrying personnel. The old lady had died, and to my
astonished horror, they just left her there.

The nurse’s name was Madonna, and I
couldn’t think of a less appropriate name. I found not one thing
nurturing about her: she was very pretty, wore lots of make-up, and
to my continued amazement, she had long, brightly painted
fingernails. Maybe I was being unfair, but she looked nothing like
I expected a nurse to look.

She came up to my bed and asked me if
I was all right.

I glared at her. “Why do you
ask?”

She checked the tubes to
my IV – it was full of antibiotics, to combat the infection.
The infection that they had caused,
I thought. She said, “Sometimes young people have
a little trouble coping when someone dies.” She patted my shoulder.
“Don’t worry, Mrs. Royce. You’re not going to die. You’re gonna be
fine.” The thought that I was gonna die had not entered my mind,
but it was there now. Madonna looked at the curtain. “She was old.
It was her time.”

I was speechless with
anger. Maybe it wouldn’t’ve been her time
if you people would’ve come in here a little bit quicker,
I thought, but I didn’t dare say it. I thought
that if I started to speak, I’d start to scream at her, and then
they’d sedate me, too, like the poor lady in the next bed. I had an
irrational fear that they’d sedate me if I complained too much. But
since she stood there, expecting me to say something, I croaked,
“I’m okay.”

Madonna the beautiful nurse smiled
brightly. “I’m glad,” she said. “Someone will be in here to change
your IV in a little while.” She patted me on the shoulder again,
and left the room.

It seemed like they left
the poor old lady there for hours. Finally, when I couldn’t wait
any longer, I got out of the bed, and pushing my wheeled IV stand
in front of me, I went to the bathroom. I had to pass by her bed to
get to it. I just won’t look at
her, I told myself, and I didn’t. But some
primitive part of my brain told me that I could smell her, even
though that was ridiculous. She hadn’t been gone that
long.

The whole situation was just
horrible.

They brought me a fresh IV, and a
breast pump to express my milk. It couldn’t be saved, Madonna told
me – something about the antibiotics in it would stain the teeth Bo
didn’t even have yet, if we fed it to him. “A little formula won’t
hurt him,” she assured me with a smile.

She paused at the foot of my bed and
wrote something on my chart. At that moment, Wiley called. I said
hello to him, and watched as a gentleman, perhaps fifty, came into
the room. They still hadn’t removed the old lady’s body – she’d
lain there for probably two or three hours – and I watched as
Madonna stopped him before he could go around the
curtain.

“Hold on, Wiley,” I said.
Madonna said a few words to the man, and he hung his head. I
couldn’t hear what they were saying, because Wiley, not holding on,
was talking in my ear. After a moment, Madonna escorted the
grieving man from the room.

“Oh, my God, Wiley, you
gotta get me out of here!” I told him what had happened. “What if
the poor man had come in when the nurse wasn’t here? What if he
walked in and found his mother’s body? What kind of hellhole is
this hospital?”

I was in there for two
days, that time. All in all, I estimated that they put thirty
bottles of antibiotics through my arm. I hoped that the next time I
was in the hospital, it would be when I was old like the poor lady
beside me – that it would be when it was my time.

If I thought pregnancy had been bad,
the whole dirty-fingernailed surgery and its infectious aftermath
had been much worse. I loved my baby and I loved his father, but
there was no force in heaven or earth that could ever make me go
through this again. I was glad that they’d done the sterilization
at the same time as the C-section.

 


****

 


Bo was a handful. My mother insisted
that he was not, that he was just a little fussy, but he was a
handful to me. It seemed like he cried all the time. I’d change his
diaper or try to feed him or rock him, but sometimes he just kept
crying. If Wiley was there, he’d walk around with him, bouncing him
gently, or put him in his car seat and drive him around the block.
That always worked. But Wiley wasn’t always there, and when he
wasn’t, sometimes I’d look into Bo’s little blue eyes and ask
despondently, “What do you want? I can’t wait ‘til you can tell me
what you want!”

I understood at that moment why some
women bash their babies’ heads to the wall. When I told Wiley this,
he just raised his eyebrows mildly and didn’t comment. Sure, he
could get by without saying anything; he didn’t understand. He
didn’t feel miserable and feverish and still fat; he didn’t have a
scar as big as the equator; Bo always stopped crying for
him.

Of course, I loved Bo, and I wasn’t
going to bash his brains in. But I understood why it happened. Some
women probably just didn’t encompass as much love and humanity and
self-control as I did. I knew that all these musings were anathema
to the maternal instinct, so I didn’t mention any of them to my
mother. She’d loved everything about being pregnant, loved babies
and all their crying and spitting up. She didn’t even mind changing
diapers. She would be shocked to discover that I hated damn near
every aspect of the motherhood experience.

But Wiley knew me better than she did;
Wiley knew me completely. Except for the whole Wes Thomerville
thing, I’d always shared my innermost thoughts with Wiley, even
though he didn’t do the same with me. But that was okay. It was
part of his mystery, just another thing I loved about
him.

Wiley’s parents and my dad, and my
brothers and sister, and Deneen and Nate, all wanted to visit, but
I told Wiley to tell them all that I was still sick. I was not in
the mood. My mother said to nap when the baby napped, so that’s
what I did. I slept and fed him, bathed him and played with him. I
didn’t do much else at all for the first three months of his life.
Sometimes the wonder of him – that Wiley and I had produced
something so perfect – would overwhelm me, and I would burst into
tears of joy. But I couldn’t wait until he could
communicate.

Wiley was a prince. I could tell that
he didn’t like the new job – I’d hear him bitching to Nate on the
phone about it – but he never took it out on me. He always had a
smile and a kiss for me when he walked in the door, and the very
second he was home, all my responsibilities would evaporate. Wiley
would cook dinner; Wiley would take care of the baby. Most days, I
took a nap as soon as he got home.

He’d put Bo down for the night and
climb softly into bed with me, trying not to wake me up. I’d wrap
my arms around him, and hug his lean, flawless form to me like a
body pillow, tell him I loved him. I was too tired for anything
else but this weak show of affection and gratitude, and Wiley,
being Wiley, never made so much as a gesture to me that anything
was lacking. It wasn’t like him. Wiley always waited for me to come
to him. But I was still just too tired.

By the time Bo was four months old, I
was feeling myself enough to feel embarrassed that I’d shunned my
family, and pretty much my husband, and Deneen and Nate. We had a
little dinner party for our best friends – Wiley again cooked – and
Deneen cooed and clucked over Bo like the mother hen of
renown.

“I want one,” she told
Nate firmly, and I could tell that she wasn’t kidding. “Think how
nice it would be if they could grow up together! We could all be
aunts and uncles to them, just like Wiley and Brendee’s
parents!”

I watched Wiley and Nate
exchange a glance. It didn’t say, Yeah,
doesn’t that sound like a great idea? Wiley hadn’t mentioned it, but I was a different person right
then: a cold, bitchy, sarcastic, unloving person. I know he noticed
it, because I noticed it. I hated myself for it, but it was just
who I was for the moment. New motherhood was taking it out of
me.

I drank a little wine, thinking a
little bit wouldn’t hurt Bo, and maybe it might relax me and put me
in the mood. I missed Wiley terribly, but I was just exhausted. The
wine didn’t help. After Deneen and Nate went home, I passed right
out.

 


****

 


When our boy was six
months old, I at last felt well enough and deserving enough to
reach for my husband when he came to bed. But now it was Wiley’s
turn to be bitchy and out of sorts. It was the job – he
hated Securi-Comp, and had brought his problems home with him, to bed with him.
He wasn’t in the mood, not even after all the months of
deprivation. I’d just have to be satisfied with merely holding him,
telling him I loved him. When Wiley wasn’t in the mood, he was
simply not in the mood,
couldn’t be budged any more than the most
steadfast virgin. I’d never seen him so pensive, and while he’d
turned me down in the past, it had always been to heighten the
tease for later. Not now. Wiley was agitated, unhappy. “Quit the
damn job,” I told him. “I’m going back to work next week,
anyway.”

So he did. But it didn’t make him as
happy as I thought it would. For the first week, he would bring Bo
in at lunch time so I could feed him. But he felt the eyes of my
co-workers upon him, their accusing stares. Why wasn’t he working?
Why was I, the new mom, the breadwinner? What was wrong with him?
What kind of a lazy-ass deadbeat was he?

If it’d just been the
people at work, maybe he wouldn’t have let it get to him. Nobody
cared less about the opinions of others more than Wiley. But his
own parents couldn’t hide their dismay that he’d quit his job,
hadn’t even given two weeks’ notice. He still brought in plenty of
money: he made more than half of what he was pulling down at
Securi-Comp, just from
fixing people’s electronics, through nothing more than word of
mouth. But his parents’ disapproval ate at him. He frowned more. He
was silent more. His only joy at times seemed to be his
son.

“My dad,” he’d say, and
shake his head. “It’s enough to mark the
full-fraught man and best indued with some suspicion.”

Wiley had spent a long period of
convalescence in a farmhouse attic with a lot of books after he’d
shattered his leg as a teen. He was always making obscure
quotations. He’d wait for us to get the reference, and when we
didn’t, he’d just shrug. If we didn’t ask for an explanation, he
wouldn’t supply one. It was just how he was, how he thought. But I
knew he enjoyed explaining, so I asked him what he meant this
time.

He said, “I’m becoming
paranoid. I think everybody’s ashamed of me.” Even you, was left
unsaid.

Wiley’s superiority was
his enemy in the workaday world. He thought – no,
he knew – that he was
smarter than everybody else. He’d never wanted for money, because
he could fix anything electronic, and electronics have enslaved the
modern world. And his self-taught knowledge of classical
literature, all the ancient music and movies he’d consumed as a
teen, made him feel above a generation not known for its readership
or appreciation of history. “They’re gonna take over this country
without firing a shot,” he’d often tell me in disgust, when
confronted with some new public disgrace.

Wiley would tell his best
friend – his only friend – that he was dumb, right to his face.
Wiley didn’t really think that Nate was dumb – just uneducated
about what he considered the finer things in life: art and history,
poetry, literature, old movies and music. He felt the same way
about me, although he’d never come right out and told me that I was
dumb. Except for his friends and family, Wiley considered the rest
of his fellow men to be nothing but ignorant sheep.
Baa.

But I wasn’t gonna lie to him. I
wasn’t ashamed of him, but despite his arrogance, he’d have to get
a real job someday. He was a husband and father now, and such a
thing was what was done. So I just told him I loved him, and went
to work. I was patient. He’d always come through before, and I knew
he would this time also.

When his father stopped bringing Bo in
at lunch time to be fed, I just slowly weaned my son off the
breast. He was six months old. It was time. Besides, I wanted to
have a drink, eat some spicy food. It was time for Bo to be his own
little person, at least as far as eating was concerned.

Wiley was happier once he
quit Securi-Comp,
but he remained distant. His parents’ disapprobation weighed on
him. I was still a little tired, still not feeling my normal
ravishing self – I didn’t think that it would do my recovering
self-esteem any good to have my husband turn me down again, so I
didn’t ask. He knew I’d come back around eventually: Wiley was the
sexiest man I’d ever seen, and somehow, it was a little fun to
wait. I thought about it frequently, and I figured that when I
couldn’t wait another second – he’d frequently made me wait when we
were still sneaking around behind our parents’ backs in high school
– it would be all the sweeter.

It wouldn’t be too much longer now. I
was starting to have dreams about him. In them, he was wearing a
black leather jacket and playing a black guitar, singing to me; as
always, looking just like Wes Thomerville in that old video. It
wouldn’t be long now. But I savored my growing desire. I could wait
a bit more.

 


NATE

Wiley stopped by to have lunch with
me, since he didn’t have anything else to do. I’d been fortunate
enough to land an entry-level, low-ranking management position with
the County – Deneen already worked as a secretary for a different
department on the fifth floor. She talked constantly about starting
a family, now that we both had good jobs. But I wasn’t
ready.

I met Wiley in the cafeteria, and he
set the baby carrier on the table, then took the baby out of it,
bounced him gently on his knee.

“I saw Wes Thomerville on
the internet this morning,” I said, taking a bite out of my
sandwich.

Wiley looked at me in surprise. “Did
he die?”

“That’s not very nice,
Wiley,” I replied with my mouth full. “If it wasn’t for Wes
Thomerville, you wouldn’t be . . .” He waited for me to tell him
what he wouldn’t be. I chewed and considered. What wouldn’t he be?
Married? Unemployed? A father? “You wouldn’t be the happy man you
are today,” I said at last.

Wiley shrugged, not willing to comment
on his happiness or lack thereof at the moment. He kissed Bo on the
top of his black-haired head. The kid looked just like him. I tried
to imagine what that would be like, to be responsible for a little
human being that looked just like me. I failed.

“Did he die?” Wiley
repeated.

“No. It wasn’t really even
about him. It was on the Press-Enterprise’s website.”

“Ah. The yellow
Press-Enterprise.”

I ignored this remark.
“Did you know that Jason Whitsun, the guy that directed
Eileen’s Mother, is from
Riverside?”

Wiley shook his head, let the baby
gnaw on his finger.

“Well, he is. He also
directed a little unknown project called Rolling Blackout’s Hometown Debut, featuring the video to My
Disgrace.”

Wiley squinted at me.
“Really.”

I nodded. “That’s where I saw Wes
Thomerville. They were interviewing Whitsun, and they showed a clip
from the video. I guess it was his first production, from film
school. The interviewer asked if he’d ever directed any other music
videos, and he said, ‘I filmed another one of Rolling Blackout’s
songs. There was going to be another video, but it never made it
past the rough cut. I was more interested in the documentary
aspects of filming a band; I wasn’t much for making music
videos.’

“He said that he only did
the video to My Disgrace
so he could do the documentary – he said he kinda
had a crush on Thomerville’s girlfriend – she wanted a video, he
wanted a documentary – Thomerville didn’t care either way – and
Whitsun wanted to make her happy, so they shot My Disgrace, and a lot of material
for another video.

“I guess the interviewer
figured that enough has been said about Eileen’s Mother. It’s great, it won
the Oscar, enough already. I think he thought he was covering some
new ground, talking about Whitsun’s early stuff, so he said, ‘What
happened with that? We’d all like to see another music video made
by an Oscar-winning director, from film school.’

“The director laughed. ‘It
might be on the internet somewhere still. I had the whole shoot of
it posted at one time, all the umpteen boring hours of it, so my
crew and costumer could look at it, suggest ideas for how we’d edit
it. But a rough cut was all that ever got done.’

“The interviewer said
something about how much fun it would be to find an Oscar-winning
director’s unedited footage online, and told us all to search for
it.”

“I’m thrilled,” Wiley
said, not thrilled at all. “More incentives from the media for
people to waste their time online. You’re never gonna waste your
time online, are you, Bo?” he said to his son. Bo gurgled and
smiled.

“What’s wrong with you,
Wiley?”

Wiley shrugged. “Nothing’s wrong with
me, Nate. It’s just bizarre to hear you mention Brendee’s old
boyfriend –”

“Old boyfriend?” I said in
surprise. “Is that how you think of him? As her old boyfriend? Now that’s
bizarre.”

Again Wiley shrugged. “You remember
that clip I used to have of her, from her webcam? Remember how
turned on she used to get from watching him?”

“But she forgot all about
him when she saw you. The way she used to look at you . .
.”

I wondered if there was trouble in
paradise, if maybe what Wiley had always feared had come to pass,
if maybe Brendee didn’t look at him like that anymore. Maybe she
was bored with him, what with the baby and all. People change, life
goes on. I looked at Wiley and saw that old fear reflected in his
eyes – Brendee wasn’t bored with him yet, but maybe he thought it
was starting to happen.

“Does she ever . .
.” Oh shit, did I really just say that out
loud? Yes, I did, and since it was half
out, I thought I might as well finish it. “Does she ever watch
it?”

Wiley grinned. “I deleted it. Mommy
has no Memory Lane to stroll down anymore, does she?” he said to
Bo.

“Fuck, Wiley!”
I said in astonishment, not even considering the
baby’s tender ears, or those of my co-workers at the tables around
us. “Really? Why?”

“It was an accident. I was
doing a little maintenance on her laptop . . .” He looked at me to
see if I was believing him. I wasn’t. “Wouldn’t I have been
surprised to find such a thing on there, after all these years? How
would she explain that? Didn’t she tell you that she’d only seen it
once?

“Besides, it’s still
on YouTube.” He
took his finger out of the baby’s mouth and studied it. “I think
he’s getting another tooth.” He looked at me. “The video’s probably
getting a million hits, now that people know that Jason Whitsun
directed it.” I still looked at him in amazement. “She hasn’t even
looked for it,” he said.

“How do you
know?”

“Who are you talking to,
Nate?”

“Not someone who
accidentally erases things.”

Wiley shrugged. “If she
goes to look for it and can’t find it, she can always watch it
on YouTube. And
when she does, I’ll know about it.”

I was speechless. If Wiley thought
Brendee was getting bored with him, he would know the minute it
happened. The minute she went to watch Wes again.

He looked a little guilty
about what he’d done, I thought, and maybe at my judgment of
it. “The best mirror is an old
friend,” he said and sighed. “This is an
aspect about women I don’t know anything about, Nate. How they are
after they have a baby, what they become after they become mothers.
This is new ground for me. I’m inexperienced.”

And inexperience produces
doubt, I thought, and Wiley didn’t like
being doubtful. It was foreign, unknown to him. But here it was,
tapping him on the shoulder, whispering in his ear. I thought that
his doubt was making him a trifle bitter, maybe.
Welcome to the real world of us non-supermen,
Wiley, I thought. Welcome to a world where you’re not always quite so sure what
your woman wants. Welcome to doubt.

He put Bo back in his car
seat. He wiped his wet finger on the baby’s onesie and then took
his phone out of his pocket. “Since I’m such a bad guy, maybe I
should just find this lost Wes Thomerville classic for her.” He
typed on his phone, and scrolled through it for a minute. “The only
thing I’m getting for Jason Whitsun music
video is a link to My Disgrace. I told you it was still
on YouTube.” After another minute, he sighed. “I’m not much for internet
searches.”

“Really?”

“I’m a programmer, for
Christ’s sake, Nate,” he said, with a rare trace of
annoyance.

“You were a programmer. Until you
quit.”

“I’ll always be a
programmer. I’ve been one since I was a kid. And the things I’ve
programmed haven’t always been the most upstanding apps. You know
that. Securi-Comp really wasn’t the best place for an old hacker such as
myself. They’re a bunch of squeaky-clean, goody-two-shoes, out to
protect the world from people that think just like me. But they
can’t see the forest for the trees. How can you call yourself a
data security company, and not have one shred of the Dark Side
about you?”

“Maybe that’s why they
hired you, right out of college. For your . . .
darkness.”

“My darkness doesn’t show
on a resume. What were they gonna do, purify me?” I shrugged, and
he looked at his phone again. “Hold on, I’ve got an idea.” He
pushed a button. “Hello, Dad,” he said. “Didn’t you tell me that
you knew a guy that specializes in finding things on the internet?”
Pause. “Yes, he’s right here.” Wiley pushed another button, and
held up the phone so his dad could see his grandson. Bo reached for
the phone, and Wiley pulled it back, pushed another button. “He
wants to eat the phone, Dad. He’s teething. What’s this guy’s
name?” Pause. “Morry’s Books?
Ok. Thanks. Bye.”

Wiley disconnected the
call and frowned. “Dad’s not too happy about me quitting
Securi-Comp. What kind
of a name is that, anyway?”

“It was a great job, Wiley
–”

“Fuck ‘em if they can’t
take a joke.” He smiled at his son. “Isn’t that right, Bo?” Bo
gurgled. Wiley looked back at me. “The internet search guru owns a
bookstore.”

“Do they still have
bookstores?”

“I’ve been in there a few
times. You want to swing by with me after work? It’s only a few
blocks from here.”

“Sure, Wiley. But why do
you want to –”

“Maybe she’ll like it,” he
said, and tickled his baby.

 


****

 


Morry’s Books
was dim. While there was plenty of light coming
in through the windows, they were dirty, and the towering
bookshelves seemed to block the sunlight; almost diffuse it. I
noticed that two of the overhead lights were out, which also lent a
murkiness to the place.

Wiley took a deep breath. “Smell that,
Nate? That’s knowledge.”

“Knowledge smells like
mildew, then,” I said. “I much prefer the smell of
Radio Shack. All those
new electronics . . .” I grinned at him. “Are you gonna apply for
the job?”

When he and I dropped Bo off at home
with Brendee, she’d mentioned something about a management job that
she’d seen advertised at the electronics giant.

He sighed. “I dunno, Nate.
Four years of college to run a Radio
Shack. It hardly seems worth the
money.”

“Well, if you hadn’t
quit Securi-Comp –”

“I swear to
Christ, if you people
don’t stop nagging me about that fucking job . . .” He let the
thought die. “Securi-Comp
was beneath me, Nate.”

“And Radio Shack isn’t?”

Wiley frowned.
“Better to reign in hell than serve in
heaven. Let’s see if this guy can help
us.”

An old party was sitting behind the
counter, staring intently at a laptop. He had the whole
mad-scientist vibe going on: the gray hair was shaggy, disarrayed;
he wore a slightly rumpled, collared shirt.

“Excuse me,” Wiley said
politely. “Is Tom Bastion here?”

“A piece of him,”
the old guy replied, not looking up.

Wiley grinned. “My dad tells me that
you’re good at finding things on the internet –”

“A box without hinges,
key, or lid, yet golden treasure inside is hid.”

“He said you’re a Google
expert,” Wiley repeated, then looked at me. “And how does one say it? Obtainer of rare
antiquities.” He paused. I could tell he
was quoting something, waiting to see if this stranger would get
the reference, just like he always did with us.

Now the old guy looked up
and smiled. “That's one way of saying it.
Why don't you sit down, you'll be more comfortable.”

There were no chairs.

“Yes, you're a man of many
talents,” Wiley continued.

The old guy stood up and
offered his hand. “Who are
you, kid?” he said in admiration. “Who’s your
dad?”

“My name’s Wiley. This is
my friend, Nate.”

He introduced himself as Tom Bastion,
the guy we were looking for, and we all shook hands.

“My dad’s Alex
Royce.”

“We are advertis'd by our
loving friends.”

Again Wiley smiled. “He said you found
him some –”

“Manuals for an old Cobol
system. I remember. Are you looking for ancient, dead computer
languages, too?”

“I am seeking for the
bridge which leans from the visible to the invisible through
reality. I’m looking for a rough cut of a
video from a local band. From 2011 or 2012.”

“Next to the Word of God,
the noble art of music is the greatest treasure in the
world.”

Wiley grinned. “I have no
doubt that this is neither noble nor a treasure. The songwriting
style – it reminds me of a string of wet
sponges; it reminds me of tattered washing on the line; it reminds
me of stale bean soup, of college yells, of dogs barking
idiotically through endless nights. It is so bad that a sort of
grandeur creeps into it. It drags itself out of the dark abysm of
pish, and crawls insanely up the topmost pinnacle of posh. It is
rumble and bumble. It is flap and doodle. It is balder and
dash.”

Tom grinned gleefully. “I’m assuming
that you’re not looking for this for yourself then?”

“It’s for his wife,” I
spoke up.

“Age cannot wither her,
nor custom stale her infinite variety,” Wiley said. “But her taste in music is . . .
dubious.”

“It’s not her taste in
music, Wiley,” I told him. “It’s her taste in singers.”

“I am above the weakness
of seeking to establish a sequence of cause and effect, between the
disaster and the atrocity,” he replied.
Tom’s eyebrows went up. “Edgar Allan Poe,” Wiley
supplied.

“Is this singer really
that bad?” Tom asked.

Wiley shrugged. “She
doesn’t think so. And since there is
nothing either good or bad, but thinking makes it so . . .
It’s a long story.”

“An
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